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Abstract 
 
The subject of my Creative Work is to write a creative biographical study of the life and times of 
Vespasiano Gonzaga, duke of Sabbioneta (1531-1591).  Vespasiano was the representative of a 
small group of thinkers in Italy who aspired to becoming what was known  as a l‘uomo universale. 
In doing so, the duke chose to build an Ideal City to embody his precepts. That city is Sabbioneta. 
The painting of an Ideal City in the museum of Urbino accentuated a desire on the part of many 
artists to realize the embodiment of civic order in a so-called Città ideale. It was a riposte to the 
disorder of the times. Mathematics played an important part in this new age of reason as a 
counterbalance to the unstable political circumstance of the age. 
      Educated in Fondi and in Naples under the tutelage of Giulia Gonzaga, the duke was mentored 
by a true Renaissance woman much interested in new intellectual trends, in particular relating to the 
corruption of the Church and the rise of Protestantism in northern Europe. Her court in Fondi is a 
reminder to us of Eleanor of Aquitaine‘s in Southern France at an earlier time. Poets and 
philosophers were welcome at her table. 
Hamlet‘s Ghost brings to life the city of Sabbioneta as a ‗living museum‘ of those important 
ideas that motivated the duke. The book  explores its buildings, galleria, mint, palace, and its 
churches, in order to highlight the nature of a Città ideale.  
The text also explores Vespasiano‘s links to Shakespeare, in particular to his play, Hamlet. 
Shakespeare used a book that had been written after a dinner in Monferrato Casale, namely La 
Civile conversatione, which Vespasiano attended. Many of his remarks at that dinner later turned up 
in Hamlet. The duke may well be Hamlet‘s model. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life reflects the changing ethos of the sixteenth-century, and its 
increasing introspection. The duke‘s personal circumstance was deeply affected by certain events of 
his youth, as well as his life-long battle with the painful effects of syphilis. His story is one that 
throws light on the transition from the Renaissance to modernity in that he was the first man in 
history to deliberately plan and build a city for himself, reflecting his own ideals. We are dealing 
with an important historical figure barely known to an English-speaking audience.  
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Our entire linear and accumulative culture would collapse if we could not 
stockpile the past in plain view. To this end the Pharaohs must be brought out 
of their tombs, and the mummies out of their silence. 
                                                      —Jean Baudrillard 
 
 
It‘s good to have undeclared, unrecognized pathologies and mental illnesses in 
your stories. The countryside is full of undeclared pathologies. Unlike in the 
urban setting, there, mental affliction goes unrecognized. 
                               —W. G. Sebald 
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PREFACE 
 
 
 
During the sixteenth century, Italy found itself heaving a collective sigh of relief after years of 
unending conflict. On the one hand, the century before had delivered unprecedented gains in terms 
of its reborn artistic and cultural life; on the other, the old political disjuncture and division 
remained ever present. The Papacy, the Spanish Crown, and the ambitions of France continued to 
war over the body politic of Italy‘s city states to the detriment of stability and common cause. No 
other country in Europe was so divided; and men of good intent, whether they were podesta, duke 
or pope, found it difficult to manage provincial conceits, wilful ambition or soldierly braggadocio, 
and so engage in developing a reasonably settled civic life. It is no wonder that the condottiere, or 
soldier of fortune, became a symbol of money and power in those years. The sword, it seems, had 
become the arbiter of law and fortune. 
It is a tribute, therefore, that a man such as Vespasiano Gonzaga, Duke of Sabbioneta, Fondi and 
Traetto, was able to find a way to negotiate these shoals and so fashion himself into a true uomo 
universale, or ―universal man,‖ as we shall see. That he did so as a minor duke of the Renaissance 
while contending with king, emperor and the designs of his own family politically suggest that he 
possessed both diplomatic skills of no mean order, as well as an essentially good and balanced 
character. He was no courtier in the mould of Baldassare Castiglione‘s creation, but rather the 
prefigurement of a new type of man, more suited to our time than to his own. Unlike most men of 
his age, Vespasiano Gonzaga allowed his cultural and artistic interests as much as his diplomatic 
ability to determine the kind of life he wished to live. He wanted, it is true, to make of himself a 
Promethean figure, even if his age and his personal limitations precluded the realization of such an 
endeavour. 
    I became interested in the Duke after a visit to his miniature city of Sabbioneta, near Mantua, in 
the spring of 2002. I had gone there to investigate the city as the representation of a so-called Città 
ideale, or ideal city, as depicted in a remarkable painting once popularly attributed to Piero della 
Francesca that I had viewed in the Ducal Palace in Urbino. Men of the Renaissance, I soon learnt, 
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became fascinated with the concept of reinventing urban space in a more considered way, free from 
the disorder, the gloom and the agglomeration of the medieval town, where people often lived in 
poverty and squalor. Their vision was to create a more ordered environment of streets and avenues, 
elegant houses and public squares, where men might begin to build enduring civic institutions for 
the future. Vespasiano Gonzaga was just such a man. 
His city, which was often referred to as his ―Piccola Athene,‖ became an embodiment not only 
of his desire to recreate the idea of Roman order in public space, but also of himself. Vespasiano 
Gonzaga became one of the first men in history to want to oversee the construction of a city as a 
whole, designed and realized through a deliberate act of his own imagination, as the home to a body 
of institutions and edicts that were personally initiated by himself. Sabbioneta thus became a 
reflection of himself—a successful soldier, a knowledgeable fortifications expert, a minor poet, 
philosopher and aesthete, a bibliophile and an advisor to kings throughout Europe, as well as a man 
who suffered from an incurable disease for most of his life.  
If I were to do justice to Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life, then I would have to go beyond his more 
obvious traits as a celebrated man of his time or his achievements as a loyal servant to King Philip 
of Spain. To do so, it would be necessary to delve into his troubled relationships with certain 
members of his family, and his obsessive regard for his class and public persona, if ever I was to 
uncover the man who lay beneath the surface of history. It became evident as I walked the streets of 
his remarkable city, read his letters, and studied his dealings with those whom he knew, that I was 
in the presence of a man burdened with more than his fair share of guilt and regret. Weighing up the 
expectations that others had of him against the limitations of his character became the balancing act 
that Vespasiano Gonzaga performed throughout his life. It bestowed upon him significant honours 
and admiration as well his fair share of tragedy.  
Indeed, Shakespeare knew of the Duke, we shall discover, through Stefano Guazzo‘s book of 
courtly manners, The Civil Conversation, published in 1574 in Italian, and translated a few years 
later into English. The words and aphorisms contained in this book would find their way into more 
than one of the Bard‘s plays, in particular that of Hamlet. Vespasiano Gonzaga, it will be argued, 
unknowingly helped Shakespeare to fashion aspects of Hamlet‘s character by way of a dinner that 
he attended in Casale Monferrato in 1567, shortly after the death of his second wife. The Duke of 
Denmark, and possibly even Othello, as well as the Duke of Sabbioneta, found themselves sharing 
many traits in common, as we shall see. By a strange twist of fate, Vespasiano Gonzaga became, in 
part, the ghost of Hamlet, the words he uttered one evening in Casale entering English literature by 
the back door. In so doing, the Duke and his life experience help us to understand the transition to a 
more modern sensibility among late Renaissance men that occurred around this time. 
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During the years of research and field study I undertook in pursuit of learning more about the 
man, I grew to recognize the extent of my task. The historical details of Vespasiano‘s life were not 
hard to uncover, given that Italian historians have written a number of biographies since the time of 
his death. All of them paint a portrait of a remarkable man who moved easily through his world. His 
travels, his service to the Spanish Crown, his interests in art and architecture—these were readily in 
evidence. What were less evident in these portrayals of Vespasiano Gonzaga, however, were the 
more unsavoury aspects of his life. These, of course, were alluded to in passing by historians, but 
always with the sense that they constituted fairly normal behaviour in the context of a some-one of 
his position and class. He was never condemned, nor was he excused—his life was of a piece, and 
therefore seamless in its intent. 
This was not the man that I came to know. My initial reserve about his behaviour in regard to the 
death of certain members of his family was soon tempered by my understanding of his troubled 
state of mind, and of the forces of convention to which he ascribed. Here was a person who lived 
through the political discord of his age, managed its effects, and put together a vision of his city that 
would stand the test of time, even as he struggled with the symptoms of continuing ill health. 
Sabbioneta became a reflection of his own private, often painful world spread across a larger canvas 
made up of the ever-shifting currents of international politics, the changing nature of post-medieval 
society, the enormous growth in knowledge among Italy‘s philosophers and Europe‘s scientists and 
thinkers, as well as the recent discovery of the New World of the Americas by Christopher 
Columbus. Europe, and so its inhabitants, was no longer a continent looking towards the Levant and 
the East as it had done ever since the time of the Roman Empire; now it was turning its gaze 
towards the west. Gold, slaves, tobacco, and potatoes were the new currency of mercantile 
European cities from Antwerp to Cadiz; and Vespasiano Gonzaga found himself having to deal 
with the changing strategic alignments that came as a result. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga may not have contributed greatly to the curve of historical events, but he 
did find himself participating in them as a knowledgeable and often astute observer. He paved the 
way for a new vision of how men might live in the future. Under his influence, the architecturally 
designed city became a reality, not a theoretical construct. He, not Alexander the Great or Emperor 
Hadrian—both city builders in their own ways—made it possible for town planners of the future to 
fashion civic space as a habitable unit that would allow for growth and cultural enhancement, as 
well as successful mercantile and manufacturing activity on a broader scale.  
By the end of the sixteenth century, the city was to become more than merely a fortified retreat 
for its residents as it had been in the past; now it was to be a place where men began to live to their 
full potential as urban dwellers, bankers, artisans and creative individuals. As small as it was, 
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Sabbioneta became the prototype for the future of city living. It was not a metropolis as such, but it 
did possess the seed of all the modern cities of the world. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life teaches us to be wary of the heroic postures of many late Renaissance 
figures. Modern scholarship suggests that we should no longer accept how people saw themselves 
in the past; rather, that we try to reconstruct them as real people as far as it is possible. The 
argument that such men lived and thought differently five hundred years ago is only partly true. 
Vespasiano himself wrote many letters that indicate a tough bureaucratic mind, a respect for 
friendship and learning, and an understanding of politics that was modern in its tenor. They also 
reflect a man who enjoyed art for its own sake, who was cognizant with the emerging challenges 
that the new science had to offer, and who read widely. As a model humanist, a so-called uomo 
universale, he would have felt comfortable in the company of humanists of our own time, men such 
as Aldous Huxley or Harold Bloom. He saw the world as his stage, even if he acknowledged that he 
was no more than one of its lesser-known actors.  
Vespasiano Gonzaga lived on the cusp of the modern; he looked back to the values of his 
medieval past even as he began to explore the emerging world of science and the secular 
humanities. He found himself oscillating between these two worlds throughout his life-time, unable 
to make up his mind to which one he belonged. His life perfectly reflects the changing expectations 
that late-Renaissance men found themselves engaged in, whether they liked it or not. The time-
honoured value systems based upon the relationship between church and state that had held 
medieval society together until the early part of the fifteenth century were no longer appropriate to 
the new outwardness and curiosity of men who had begun to live their lives as successful merchants 
and bankers, as well as humanists and scientists, rather than as Vatican aspirants and clerics.  
This is the story of one man who lived through these changing times, while at the same time 
dreaming of building a perfect city that reflected who he saw himself to be, and how he stood in the 
wider world. It is also the story of how he dealt with his personal circumstances against the 
backdrop of personal tragedy. Accompanying the author on this journey, the reader will be able to 
enter a remarkable city, enjoy its palaces, its palazzos and its theatre, and experience what it is like 
to create such a perfect urban space as Sabbioneta. The planners of Brasília, Canberra, Versailles, 
New York and Washington all owe the Duke a great debt. He believed that urban man needed to 
take control of his living environment and so build civic spaces that would enhance the quality of 
our lives. Vespasiano foresaw the future of the city as being more than a place of fortified security; 
it was to be the centre of a new way of thinking for all men, rather than the few. 
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PART 1 
THE IDEAL CITY 
 
                               
               
1  
A BODY OF EVIDENCE 
 
 
In the provincial city of Sabbioneta in central Italy, under the careful eye of Dr Domenico Pirotti, 
a team of workmen finally excavated a passage under the floor of the Church of the Incoronata. 
They had been working for some days in an attempt to uncover the tomb of Vespasiano Gonzaga, a 
minor hereditary duke of the sixteenth century. No one knew what they might find down there. An 
elaborate catafalque, perhaps? The warm days of that summer in 1988 had sapped the workmen‘s 
energy, and progress was slow. Nonetheless, in the presence of the usual group of officials that 
gather on such occasions, an opening was made into the tomb. The moment had arrived to disturb 
the Duke‘s centuries-old repose. His remains were about to reveal new information about the death 
of one of Italy‘s most unlikely adventurers, a ducal dreamer who had set out to build his own 
miniature kingdom in the middle of Italy. 
What they discovered, instead of the expected skeleton of the Duke robed in vestments, complete 
with his symbols of office, were the remains of not one but five bodies. These had suffered some 
disturbance due to water seeping into the tomb over the centuries from outlying floods, and they 
now lay in disarray on the floor of the tomb as little more than a mingled familial presence, as if 
they had been washed up on some remote beach. Here was Vespasiano Gonzaga, the first Duke of 
Sabbioneta, Count of Fondi and of Rodrigo, Guastalla, and Sabbioneta, some of his various 
fiefdoms located on the Lombardy plain. He lay there among the litter of centuries, his bones 
testifying to a life lived in the afterglow of an age when men sought to exceed themselves in battle, 
in learning, and in the pursuit of that most prized of all attributes—the cultivated person. To the 
investigators gazing into the tomb that day the irony of his predicament was not lost. As a 
representative of the so-called uomo universale so much admired by men of the Renaissance, 
Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s bid to resuscitate the classical spirit of Greece and Rome had not gained him 
the immortality he had desired. The finger of the deity that gave life to the dead had passed him by. 
Four skulls were exhumed and carefully placed in a wooden box that day, and on them were 
bestowed the scientific designations of T1, T2, T3 and T4. Anonymity was not at issue. In time, the 
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skulls would reveal their identities in the laboratories of Parma and Pisa where further tests were 
conducted. But it was T1 that staked its claim to notoriety. Lying in the earth beside the skull was a 
gold broach depicting a sheepskin suspended from a collar of alternate fire steels and flint, each 
emitting flames. As a heraldic image, it was arresting. The curved horns of the ram, its feet 
protruding from the folds of a shaggy fleece, depicted the insignia of that most ancient Order of the 
Golden Fleece awarded to Vespasiano Gonzaga by King Philip II of Spain in 1585. The Duke had 
chosen to be buried with this sacred artefact around his neck, knowing full well that the order 
should have been relinquished at his death in accordance with the imperial edict. Even after death, it 
seems, the Duke had insisted on remaining his own man. 
Tests subsequently confirmed that the skull belonged to a person aged between 55 and 60. Since 
Vespasiano Gonzaga was born in 1531 and passed away in 1591, there was evident correlation. 
Furthermore, a hole in the cranium indicated that a crude form of trepanning had been performed at 
some time—the Duke underwent such a trepanning operation in 1571 in an attempt to relieve 
intolerable headaches caused by syphilis. T1 possessed an identity after all. The Duke of Sabbioneta 
had lain in his tomb for nearly four hundred years, along with his beloved Order of the Golden 
Fleece, forever burdened with an incurable malady contracted in his youth.  
There were also three other skulls to identify, along with the headless skeleton of a fifth body 
likely to be that of his grandfather, Ludovico Gonzaga. These turned out to belong to other 
members of the Duke‘s family, all of whom had pre-deceased him. One of them belonged to his 
second wife, Anna of Aragon, the daughter of Alfonso of Aragon, Duke of Segovia, and cousin to 
King Philip II. She had died a few years after their marriage in 1564 from an illness said to be 
tuberculosis.
1
 Another skull belonged to Luigi Gonzaga, Vespasiano‘s only son by Anna, who had 
died at the age of fourteen. The third skull belonged to an infant, probably that of Giulia, a twin 
daughter born to Anna in 1565 who had passed away shortly after birth. It appears the Duke had 
been buried beside members of his immediate family, each, in one way or another, blighted by 
tragedy and the inescapable afflictions of their age.
2
  
This was not unusual. The sixteenth century had been crowded with despots eager to carve out a 
name, just as their predecessors such as the Medicis, Sforzas, and Malatestas, had done during the 
Quattrocento. It was an age often stained by dynastic illegitimacy as ambitious men sought to 
impose themselves upon their subjects, along with all the rights and privileges of a self-made 
aristocracy. To achieve their aims these men eliminated the remnants of the old feudal families, 
using every means at their disposal. Assassination, murder, poisoning, imprisonment, exile, and war 
were the usual methods by which they exercised their authority. They were men on a mission to 
                                                 
1 Gli scienziati ridanno il volto a Vespasiano Gonzaga. (Sabbioneta: Teatro ll‘Antoica, 2011). 
2 F. Mallegni, E. Bedini & G. Fornaciare, Analisi dei reperti umani, in La tomba di Vespasiano Gonzaga. (Sabbioneta: Passo 
d‘Uomo, 1991). 
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bring to fruition the reign of a more enlivened aristocracy based upon ability, duplicity, and vision. 
They wanted to celebrate the idea of what Aeneas Sylvius, later Pope Pius II, called ―the man of 
fortune.‖ ―In our change-loving Italy,‖ he remarked, ―where nothing stands firm, and where no 
dynasty exists, a servant can easily become a king.‖ The condottiere, not the saint, had become the 
new hero of the age. 
What was it that made Vespasiano Gonzaga any different from his contemporaries, we might 
ask? He neither possessed a large kingdom, nor was he more than any one of many self-proclaimed 
nobles competing with one another for supremacy in Italy. He came from a long line of established 
families, it is true. The Gonzaga dynasty traced its origins back to the fourteenth century when, after 
a fierce struggle, Luigi I (1271–1360) supplanted his brother-in-law Rinaldo Bonacolsi as lord of 
Mantua in 1328. On his mother‘s side he was linked to the Colonna family, a baronial dynasty of 
the tenth century whose name figured prominently in the annals of Rome as the so-called black 
nobles and dukes of the church. The family owned estates in and around Fondi near Naples, as well 
as outside Rome. But he was no more than the offspring of a cadet branch of either family, and so a 
minor luminary in the skies of Neapolitan and Lombard politics. In reality, Vespasiano Gonzaga 
was the stuff that courtiers were made of—those well-to-do young men that congregated in 
provincial courts throughout Italy at the behest of their lord, often with a copy of Castiglione‘s 
influential little book on palace manners, The Book of the Courtier, under their arm. That the Duke 
chose the life of a condottiere instead of becoming a courtier is a tribute to his energy and his 
ambition.
3
 
      But this is to telegraph his story. I had become interested in the man principally because of his 
desire to build a Città ideale, an ideal city. My first encounter with such a concept came after a visit 
to Urbino in the Marche of Italy in 1996. There, in the Ducal Palace built by the greatest of all the 
condottieri, Duke Federico di Montefeltro, known to us through his portrait by Piero della 
Francesca in the Uffizi Gallery in Florence, I discovered another painting, once attributed to Piero.
4
 
Whatever its origins, the painting made a powerful impression. The buildings, the colonnades, the 
elegantly constructed loggia and balconies—all these pointed to an idea of urban planning made 
popular during the sixteenth century. On closer inspection, however, the painting suggested more to 
                                                 
3 Baldassare Castiglione was related to Vespasiano Gonzaga; his mother was a member of the Gonzaga family of Mantua.  
4 This has been contested. Certain authorities believe that Luciano Lausana (1420–79), the chief court architect in Urbino at the time 
of Federico, painted the picture as part of his attempt to re-create Urbino as an ideal city, one of the most ambitious and successful at 
that time. It remains true that Piero, though suffering from ill health towards the end of his life and not readily able to paint, was 
nonetheless deeply interested in the mathematical/perspectival theories that were ultimately translated into the visual concept of the 
Città ideale we see in Urbino today. One of his treatises, De Prospectiva pingindi, contained a detailed analysis of the theoretical and 
scientific foundations of what he called ―pictorial culture,‖ as embodied in the painting. Recent x-ray and reflectograph work by Prof. 
Maurizio Saracini now suggests that the painting is not by della Francesca or Lausana as assumed, but by Leon Battista Alberti, a 
well-known architect and theorist of the fifteenth century. It could be, however, that the drawing was coloured and enhanced by 
others (Corriere della Sera, Last Secret Revealed, February 18, 2015). It has also been attributed to Francesco di Giorgio Martini, 
who worked as an architect for Federico da Montefeltro.  
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me—it indicated the reconstitution of the mind, of thought itself, in a way that suggested a new 
understanding of humanity. 
I left Urbino that day intent on exploring what had inspired men like Piero, or indeed architects 
such as Luciano Lausana and Leon Battista Alberti, to want to build such rigorous examples of 
urban life. Were they dissatisfied with the maze of streets that dominated medieval cities like 
Florence or Naples? Did they feel that living in the proximity of the straight line might be 
preferable to inhabiting the mystery and prescience of the curve? Such questions appeared to have 
been built into the very foundations and walls of Piero‘s ideal city. It seemed that Vespasiano 
Gonzaga, and Piero della Francesca himself, were linked by more than the exigencies of the ideal—
they were men who wanted to fashion a model that was in stark contrast to an age embroiled in both 
political and spiritual unrest. 
The Urbino painting revealed another side to the Renaissance artist, and his attempt to create the 
perfect city. It represented a desire to create an urban environment where people appeared to no 
longer exist. Did the sight of ruined temples in the Palatine in Rome devoid of settlement inspire 
such a dream? For artists eager to recreate antiquity, as well as men like Vespasiano Gonzaga, the 
prospect of denuding townships of their inhabitants across the land, along with their age-old 
animosities, in order to repopulate them with a few chosen and enlightened people, all this must 
have seemed extremely attractive. The re-ordering of society was not confined to streets and 
buildings; rather, it was a desire on the part of humanists and philosophers living throughout Italy to 
deal with the worn-out feudal constraints of the day.  
The political disorder, internecine warfare, the lack of civic honesty, and the flagrant disregard 
for law and equity—such were the hallmarks of contemporary life. No wonder men like Vespasiano 
Gonzaga chose to build an ideal city; it was their way of sending a message to the ruling powers of 
the pressing need to initiate a revolutionary political and social agenda. Though the future did 
indeed beckon during those brilliant days of the Quattrocento, it appears that most despots, feudal 
overlords and papal authorities, were incapable of understanding how it might be realized. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga proved himself to be a lesser player in this drama. His ambition, however, 
accorded with the spirit of his age. Choosing to build his ideal city on the Po Plain in the vicinity of 
an ancient rocca (hunting lodge) a few miles from Mantua clearly indicated his desire to play at 
least some small part in the renovation of his age. All the talk of humanists, and all the elaborate 
plans drawn up by theorists of the time meant very little unless their insights were put into action. In 
spite of his obligation to conduct military campaigns on behalf of King Philip II of Spain 
throughout most of his life, Vespasiano was more than simply an itinerant warlord; many of his 
thoughts and much of his income derived from being a soldier of fortune in the pay of the King 
were put into the construction of his beloved Sabbioneta. 
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Why a man should want to build a city from scratch is difficult to imagine. The city might have 
been a venerable concept for habitation, given its long history going as far back as Nimrod and Ur. 
But why the so-called Formus Urbis Romae should become the central archetype of Vespasiano 
Gonzaga‘s life suggests some half-conscious belief on his part in the magical power of the urbis as 
his protective talisman. Perhaps he envisaged Sabbioneta as an echo of Plato‘s Fifth Book of Laws, 
or an example of Aristotle‘s theory on social stratification as outlined in his Politics. It is evident 
that Vespasiano wanted to make Sabbioneta into a place where he could wander at will amid a 
geometry and precision of his own making.  
The Duke is of interest to us today not only because of the elegance of his self-creation, but 
because we can detect something in his demeanour that resists being contained solely by bricks and 
mortar. Gazing at his bronze statue, sculpted by Leone Leoni Aretino above his tomb in the Church 
of the Incoronata, we are able to see the figure of a self-styled Roman pro-consul dressed in full 
armour. Such a pose was derived from the Capitoline figure of Marcus Aurelius, and was popular 
with many sculptors, including Michelangelo. We observe in his statue a man who is possibly ill-at-
ease with himself and his age, drawn to and yet uncertain of the future. We also see a man reluctant 
to abandon the time-honoured securities of the past.  
Leon Leoni Aretino had obviously thought long and hard before fashioning his statue of 
Vespasiano. He portrayed a man in the prime of life, muscled by war and the burden of authority. 
His neck and head are refined, not at all exaggerated in their suggestion of strength. His short-
cropped, curly hair is modern in appearance; his beard and moustache cover his chin with a hint of 
ascetical fervour. A hooked nose and high forehead indicate his imperious nature. Only his eyes 
gaze out into the emptiness of the church, not cold but inward looking, suggesting the memory of 
some hidden anguish. In his commissioning his statue, Vespasiano Gonzaga clearly wanted to 
acknowledge to all that he was more than simply a man of action. In spite of his praetorial 
appearance, one senses a loneliness in his demeanour that intimates a failure in life, whether 
personal or otherwise. This is no ordinary portrait of a man who had ruled over his city as a 
condottiere bolstered by military successes in Italy, Spain, and Africa; it is of a man imprisoned by 
events of a more tragic nature, and of his own sense of retrospectivity as he looks back at an 
idealized past. 
    What had begun in my interest stimulated by the Urbino Piero della Francesco‘s painting of the 
Ideal City in Urbino now urged me to extend my inquiry. That empty ideal city of the Marche as 
depicted in his painting, with its careful geometry and presumption of perspectival order, suggested 
a longing for exactitude. It was a convenient camouflage for an age increasingly divorced from 
honest sentiment. The painting depicts an urban landscape that is entirely emotion-less. Its careful 
attention to perspective has eaten up every ounce of human vitality. Those empty streets and that 
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half-open doorway at its centre are signs that something is missing. It is as if men such as 
Vespasiano were prepared to dismiss their personal lives in order to create an ideal city as a place 
absorbed unto itself. One suspects that the Città ideale had been designed to defy the imagination 
altogether. 
It had been a long journey from Urbino to Sabbioneta for me. From those pinnacles of snow in 
the Marche, I had driven north along the Tiber Valley to Lombardy to confront Vespasiano‘s dream 
city on the Po Plain. Yet these two regions would remain forever linked in my mind. Not only did 
Frederico di Montefeltro‘s city grant us Piero della Francesca‘s attributed vision of the perfect city, 
but it was also home to Baldassare Castiglione‘s image of the perfect man.5  
The ideal city and the uomo universale appeared to have originated in a jumble of streets in one 
of the remotest and most inhospitable regions of Italy, and was to remain forever linked with it. 
Urbino, of course, has also given us Raphael (who had known and painted Castiglione), the purest 
of all exponents of the Renaissance ideal. Beauty, order, and grace—these became the apogee of the 
Quattrocento, and so of a whole way of life. No wonder Vespasiano Gonzaga sought to emulate his 
heroes. He planned Sabbioneta to be his contribution to the restoration of antiquity at a time when 
political impotency was at its most virulent. 
Studying the bronze statue in the Church of the Incoronata more closely, I noticed other forces at 
work. Leoni may well have made Michelangelo‘s figure of God from The Last Judgment in the 
Sistine Chapel the inspiration for his prototype. The pose adopted by Vespasiano was almost the 
same. The Duke had been made into a latter-day god, his left hand outstretched, dispensing justice. 
Vespasiano would have accepted this image of himself since the statue had earlier graced the square 
in front of his Ducal Palace in the years before his death.  
Perhaps he had seen himself in the role of a secular prophet and guardian of concinnitas, the so-
called ―harmonious arrangement,‖ that quality much sought after by artists and philosophers alike. 
The architect and humanist Leon Battista Alberti, (1404–72) insisted on the presence of concinnitas 
in all that he did, as did many others, including Baldassare: ―In the ordering of life, in ideas, 
projects and wonders, know how to hold to that mean which the Peripatetics advocated, so that 
there will be nothing wanting and nothing in excess, nothing that is not fitting.‖6 Roles were being 
reversed; the invisible world of the sacred was being overshadowed by the patently visible world of 
the ideal man. 
The remnants of the five skeletons discovered in the tomb that day were thus the bones of a story 
yet to be told. Three premature deaths and a man afflicted with an incurable disease lying buried 
                                                 
5 Baldassare Castiglione (1478–1529) lived in Urbino for 12 years until 1516, serving principally at the court of Duke Guidobaldo. It 
was during this time that he formulated his ideas about the perfect courtier and his role within court society. 
6 The Portable Renaissance Reader. Edit. James Bruce Ross and Mary. Martin Mclaughlin. (New York: Penguin Books, New York, 
1981).  
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under the austere image of himself portrayed as a Roman pro-consul, that perfect symbol of 
stoicism and order, invited further questions. Had some terrible memory of an event stalked this 
family to their graves? Like Yorick‘s skull, T1‘s cranium remained silent on the issue. The more I 
contemplated Vespasiano‘s statue, the more I felt that I had stumbled upon a real-life tragedy. 
Whatever had happened to this man during his life, and the personal anguish that he might have 
suffered as a result of his own actions, were always going to be inseparable from a land at the 
mercy of internecine warfare, civil strife, and the ambitions of individual men. In a very real way 
Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life was to become a litmus test of his age. Could he rise above corruption 
and family intrigue? Could he maintain the ideal of concinnity rather than succumb to excess 
himself?  
These were some of the questions that sprung to mind whenever I considered this remarkable 
man. Sabbioneta became the Duke‘s ducal dream, the crowning achievement of his life. Every 
penny he had earned as a condottiere had gone into constructing its walls and public buildings. 
Nothing had been spared in bringing together the best architects and craftsmen of the day in an 
attempt to create a city that was to be the envy of his contemporaries. The Duke had been obsessed. 
He had wanted to make the city into a municipality of the mind, and to be buried here was to be 
interred in the soil of his own alter ego. For Vespasiano, Sabbioneta became less a city than a way 
of eradicating painful memories from his past, and therefore re-arranging space to conform to an 
idealized version of his life. Architecture had become the tool by which he might pursue a vision of 
paradise in this world. 
    My task was to see whether there might be a link between the glory of Sabbioneta as a civic 
achievement and the tragedy occasioned by his personal life. Did one contribute to the other? Could 
a Città ideale represent a refuge from political chaos? I kept thinking of Vespasiano‘s remains 
laying in their tomb alongside the pendant of the Order of the Golden Fleece. He had wanted to be 
buried with at least something in his hands that might help him to transcend his personal 
circumstance. He had wanted to hold onto a vision of excellence in his dying days, if only to justify 
his past achievements. In pursuit of the ideal man, Vespasiano Gonzaga had chosen to give 
expression to a dream. The Golden Fleece was no easy acquisition; rather, it was a metaphor for a 
more otherworldly perspective that he had failed to recognize during the course of his life. 
The issues were becoming more obvious. Firstly, I needed to be circumspect with the formal 
nature of history, except where it might serve as mortar to his story. The Duke must be allowed to 
emerge from the shadows of his city. Moreover, in the words of Castiglione, that chronicler of a 
self-conscious and mannered age, I had to believe that Vespasiano Gonzaga ―was no senile mind at 
odds with the pleasures of life.‖ He had been a man who wished to give shape and order to his 
existence, even if this meant sacrificing his own happiness. 
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     The Duke had set out to embody himself in his city. By creating a Città ideale he sought to 
create a representation of the ideal man. This kind of projection reflected a spirit of grandeur that 
was normally the preserve of kings and tyrants. But Vespasiano Gonzaga was neither. He was a 
minor feudal lord interested in demonstrating a Machiavellian premise—that to found a republic, 
one must always be alone. It says a good deal about the aspirations of the ideal man, the uomo 
universale, during the Renaissance. Men like the Duke, who in their retreat from the communities 
of God and men, ended up creating a solitary individual of themselves. Society and the spirit had 
failed him. A corrupt church and a way of life bedevilled by provincial conceits made it impossible 
for him to live more than a partial life in thrall to obsequiousness and public display. Even he could 
not give up his need of titles and princely rewards, in spite of the modernity of his outlook. The 
acceptance of the Order of the Golden Fleece from King Philip was part of his feudal obligation to 
support the system as it stood. 
Such was the man I had journeyed to Sabbioneta to investigate. Vespasiano Gonzaga had 
extended an invitation out of the silence of his tomb. Shifting boundaries were about to be crossed. I 
sensed that a long-dead duke wanted someone to understand his motives and the deep, violent, and 
ineffable nature of his story. In a sense, he wanted me to reconstruct his life and his city in order 
that we might learn what motivated men of his time to aspire to the attribute of being a true uomo 
universale. 
 
 
 
 
  
2 
A FAMILY AFFAIR 
 
 
 
On December 6, 1531 the future Duke of Sabbioneta was born to Donna Isabella Colonna, the 
countess of Fondi and wife of Luigi ―Rodomonte‖ Gonzaga, count of Rodrigo near Naples, and lord 
of Sabbioneta. It was an auspicious birth not only because young Vespasiano was heir apparent to 
the Colonna family estates in southern Italy, but also that his arrival served to strengthen the 
hereditary links between his mother‘s family and the equally respected house of Gonzaga in 
Mantua. In him, two great families were joined. The feudal ideal of cementing economic, political 
and family relationships into one strategic alliance was more than confirmed. Like a thoroughbred 
horse, he was the product of careful planning in the business of co-mingling bloodlines. Vespasiano 
Gonzaga‘s birth was no accident, even if his mother did happen to adore the gallant but ill-fated 
Rodomonte, and he her, as his poetry affirms. 
His father was a man of action, a condottiere like so many of the nobility of his day. Born in 1500, 
he was already dead at the age of 32, less than a year after the birth of his son. Luigi Gonzaga was 
reputed to have been a man of considerable strength and courage, a giant and a soldier who earned 
his nickname ―Rodomonte‖ [―the boaster‖] fighting in Spain.7 He was regarded by many as an 
incarnation of the legendary warrior Ciclio, as immortalized by Bioardo and Ariosto in their 
poetry.
8
 For others he was the New David, and a truly Herculean figure. His motto intimates his 
temperament: Sive bonnum sive malum, fama est. Loosely translated it means: ―Whether good or 
bad, it doesn‘t matter.‖ A friend of both King Charles of Spain and Henry VIII of England, Luigi 
Gonzaga cared little for the consequences of his actions so long as they reflected well on him. He 
was, quite simply, a man of fortune.  
His sister, Giulia Gonzaga, saw him as the perfect match for the young and beautiful Isabella 
Colonna, her niece and stepdaughter through her own marriage to Vespasiano Colonna, count of 
Fondi and Duke of nearby Traetto. Aside from its obvious feudal implications, such a marriage 
brought together all the ingredients that Renaissance society loved. Strength, beauty, braggadocio as 
                                                 
7
 Or it may be that he was named after a character from Matteo Bioardo‘s romantic epic Orlando inamorato. 
8 Orlando Furioso, Ariosto. XXXVII. His marriage to Isabella was celebrated along with his military exploits as a panagria.  
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well as pedigree—these qualities made it possible for their respective coats-of-arms to dazzle both 
friend and foe alike whenever they were conjoined.  
Their marriage was performed in secret in 1528, the very year that Giulia Gonzaga‘s husband 
died from a battle wound after a marriage that lasted barely two years. Secret marriages were not 
uncommon in those days, and mostly they were performed for political advantage or to escape 
unwanted arrangements made by others. Divulgence at the appropriate moment was considered to 
be an effective tool of political expediency.  
Half way through that same year Luigi Gonzaga accompanied his army north, arriving at 
Sabbioneta in December in time to be by his mother‘s bedside at her death. Further family 
commitments were enacted with his uncle Pirro, who was in the throes of dying in nearby 
Gazzuolo, thus ensuring Luigi of the possession of his properties and inheritance. With these 
documents safely in hand, Luigi returned to Traetto near Fondi, where his marriage to Isabella was 
officially announced. Young Vespasiano was born soon after amid communal celebrations, but he 
was never to know his father. Ordered north by the pope to defend Rome from attack by the Orsini 
faction in 1532, Luigi suffered a mortal wound in an assault on Vicovaro and died as a result. His 
wife, the young Isabella, was heart-broken, even if their relationship was said to have been 
somewhat turbulent.
9
 
Luigi‘s father, Ludovico Gonzaga, Vespasiano‘s grand-father, was deeply saddened by the loss 
of his brave but foolhardy son. He immediately requested that his grandson be brought to him and 
placed in the bosom of the family. In part, Isabella‘s visit north to Lombardy was precipitated by 
the fear of pirate raids along the southern coast near Fondi. In June 1533 little Vespasiano 
accompanied his mother to Gazzuolo where they were welcomed by the court during a lamp-lit 
procession through the streets. The joy, at least from Isabella‘s point of view, was short-lived. After 
a series of disagreements with her husband‘s cousins, Ercole and Ferrante Gonzaga, in part caused 
by her lavish lifestyle and desire to overtax her poor subjects, she suddenly decided to quit the 
nearby town of Rivaloro Fuori where she had been living, and return south. Her flight may well 
have been precipitated by the fear that her son might be taken from her to ensure Gonzaga dynastic 
ambitions.  
Back home once more, either in Traetto or Abruzzi where she owned two duchies, she sought 
refuge with her stepmother, Giulia, in nearby Fondi. It was a homecoming that would have far-
reaching implications. Young Vespasiano soon found himself to be the child of two strong-willed 
guardians, his mother and his aunt. He was to be adored by two women—one famed for her beauty 
                                                 
9 Not only was Luigi a fine soldier but also a passable poet. His relationship with Isabella found expression in some moving lines of 
love before he died. 
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and intelligence, the other for her lavish lifestyle. Both, however, had one thing in common—the 
premature loss of their husbands under unhappy circumstances.  
Finally it was his aunt Giulia Gonzaga, countess of Fondi, who would become his surrogate 
mother and confidant. Her claim was bolstered by a prenuptial agreement that insisted on the child 
remaining a Gonzaga if Isabella should ever remarry. In spite of Isabella‘s reluctance, she finally 
acquiesced and handed the child over to Giulia when he was little more than four years old, in the 
interest of her future marriage prospects.  
It is important to understand the web of family relationships into which Vespasiano was born. He 
was no ordinary son of a soldier, but an unwitting pawn in the forging of feudal allegiances. The 
child was never going to grow up and take his place in the world based upon abilities alone. Other 
forces were at work that would determine the life he must lead. Even at his birth, his aunt Giulia 
had time to jot down a note to the duchess of Mantua announcing the importance of the event: ―At 
this hour the Lord has blessed us with a male child born of the Lady Donna Isabella. And with the 
conviction that you will be well pleased. I hasten to inform you at once that you have gained 
another servant. Labor commenced at the tenth hour last night. On the Tuesday, continued into 
Wednesday, the sixth of the present month, and terminated at the fourteenth hour.‖ With respect to 
this auspicious moment she appended some words by Juvenal: ―Disfat enim quae sydera te 
excipient‖ [―It all depends upon which stars shall become you when you emerge all bloody from 
your mother‘s womb‖]. Even at birth Vespasiano‘s future was accorded celestial significance. Or it 
may be that his aunt wished to make him her lucky star.
10
 
As sole heir to the Colonna fortune, there was little chance that young Vespasiano might be 
raised at the Gonzaga court in Gazzuolo. In any event, the Pope had intervened. He had no wish to 
see the Colonna family weakened, as this would play into the hands of the Orsini family with whom 
he had only recently been at war. Some years earlier Giulia requested the intercession of the Pope 
on her behalf to facilitate the marriage between her brother Luigi and her stepdaughter, Isabella. 
She did so with the intention of establishing a direct link between the Colonna and the Gonzaga 
families. Moreover, there were other issues among the Colonnas that needed her attention.  
After Vespasiano‘s birth, Giulia asked Pope Clement to ensure that he be placed in her care so 
that the Colonna lands in the south might be protected from the threat of disinheritance. She also 
requested that she be allowed to educate him in accordance with her brother‘s wish. Her father-in-
law, Fabrizio Colonna, the Grand Constable of Naples, was anxious not to lose their lands to the 
Gonzagas should Vespasiano throw in his lot with his northern relatives. In these matters, Giulia 
                                                 
10 According to his biographer Luca Sarzi Amade, Vespasiano was born with a rare congenital disorder known as polychordism—
that is, the possession of three testicles (See Il Duca di Sabbioneta, 24). There are fewer than two hundred cases of this disorder 
recorded in medical literature. It can cause infertility, though in Vespasiano‘s case this seems not to have been the case. Nonetheless, 
it may well have caused him to feel different to other men and so contribute to his isolation emotionally. This observation has been 
contested by other authorities, however.  
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was nothing if not a consummate diplomat in the business of balancing the many feudal demands 
calling for her judgment. Vespasiano, it seems, had to be fashioned into a gem worthy of the crowns 
of both houses, the Gonzagas and the Colonnas. 
One wonders how Donna Isabella felt about all this. It is unlikely that she willingly relinquished 
her son in the interest of family obligations, but she did so nonetheless. One wonders, too, whether 
her stepmother Giulia Gonzaga desired to have a son of her own, and her nephew became the 
perfect substitute. One can sense powerful female emotions at work here that are not detailed in the 
annals of the period. Giulia‘s brief marriage to the ailing Vespasiano Colonna, Isabella‘s father by 
an earlier marriage, as well as the son of Fabrizio Colonna, had not yielded the heir for which they 
had so fervently hoped. In the end, it was Isabella‘s young son upon whom the future of the 
Colonna family rested. All effort was made to ensure that he remain at heart a Colonna, thereby 
protecting their inheritance. It appears that one false move might bring the family dynasty crashing 
down like a pack of cards. Such were the complications of matrimony in this most pragmatic and 
cynical age. 
In 1535 Isabella decided to remarry, this time to the Duke of Sulmona, Filippo di Lannoy, 
thereby losing her right of succession to Fondi. Giulia had arranged this marriage as well, in part to 
ensure that her brother‘s will might be respected—namely, that on his wife‘s remarriage, the educ-
ation of her son Vespasiano, which formally commenced in 1540, should become her sole 
responsibility. Initially, Isabella fought against the arrangement, but in the end family pressure and 
dowry commitments made her situation impossible. Reluctantly, as has already been noted, she 
formally gave up her son into Giulia‘s care when he was less than five years old. Isabella later went 
on to have three more children, Vespasiano‘s two half-brothers and a sister, by Filippo di Lannoy, 
before his death in 1553.  
Though she corresponded with Giulia with regard to her son‘s welfare over the years, there were 
few opportunities for Isabella to visit and hold him in her arms, as Giulia had already gone to live in 
Naples. There are suggestions that both women were constantly at loggerheads over the upbringing 
of Vespasiano. The boy would thus have tended to see his mother through his aunt‘s eyes, pressing 
her for information whenever a letter arrived from Sulmona or Traetto. One can almost picture 
Vespasiano running across the courtyard of the palace at Fondi, or later in Naples where he now 
lived in a house beside the monastery of San Francesco, calling to his aunt: ―Zia, how is mamma? 
Does she send me kisses?‖ whenever a letter was held up to an open window by Giulia. This is 
conjecture; but one must try to envisage the mental state of a child who had all but lost both parents 
to the demands of war and family obligation.  
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He has lost a mother and gained an aunt in her stead. She had become only an occasional 
presence in his life from hereon, and he may well have mourned this loss for the rest of his life.
11
 
Isabella gave up her son, reluctantly one suspects, in order that she might remarry. The withdrawal 
of his mother‘s love may well have contributed to his incapacity to display real affection later in 
life, particularly in relation to Diana of Cardona.
12
 Isabella‘s distance from him was both physical 
and emotional. Though he was not a lonely or unwanted child in his early years—far from it. With 
the doting Donna Giulia, herself childless, overseeing his education as well as his every whim, the 
young man was well cared for, and indeed cosseted.  
Giulia Gonzaga possessed many extraordinary attributes. Praised by poets throughout Italy for 
her beauty and intelligence, she was one of those rare women that impose themselves upon history 
without in any obvious way participating in it. One must try to see her as contemporary artists such 
as Titian or Sebastiano del Piombo portrayed her in the late 1520s. She is graced with a clear gaze 
and elegant nose. Her lips are discreetly closed. She wears an ermine-braided cloak joined by a gold 
clasp and chain that partly conceals her figure. Her left hand is placed on a book, a symbol of her 
intellectual interests. Her carriage is upright yet feminine. One sees immediately that she is 
conscious of her reputation as a woman of beauty and discretion. It is easy to observe the master 
diplomat at work, given this high sense of self-possession radiating from her gaze.  
Regal, perhaps? Not quite. There is a luminous intelligence at work rather than any display of 
excessive hauteur. She stands apart from any stain of unruly passion or the need to engage in 
clandestine liaisons. One marriage, one love; after the death of her husband, Vespasiano Colonna, 
her loving cup could never again be refilled, except for a few brief years by the brilliant Cardinal 
Ippolito d‘Medici, a man of subtle intelligence, who died in 1535 at the age of twenty four, possibly 
by poison. It is known that he corresponded with Giulia, and visited her often in Fondi.  
Clearly, theirs was a deep attachment. After his death, Giulia resolved to give up any intention of 
living a normal married life. Instead, she set her mind to cultivating various artistic and intellectual 
pursuits at her court in Fondi, and later in Naples at the monastery of San Francesco, where she 
retired to live in a private apartment. Giulia Gonzaga was a true Renaissance princess, a lady richly 
endowed, the most perfect act of self-actualization possible in this age of personal aggrandizement. 
No wonder she was considered to be a worthy catch for the Ottoman admiral Barbarossa. Her 
presence, should she have been captured, would have been as if to surrender to the Serai in Istanbul 
a munificent but untouchable work of art. 
                                                 
11 See The Dead Mother. The Work of André Green. Edit. by Gregorio Kohon. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1999). ‗The 
Greening of Psychoanalysis‘, an interview with André Green. Andre Green: ―I wouldn‘t say that … the dead mother is one situation in 
which it is not so much the absence which comes into play, but really the presence with an absent mother.‖ 
12 André Green, ―I wouldn‘t say that … the dead mother is one situation in which it is not so much the absence which comes into 
play, but really the presence with an absent mother.‖ 
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Her pedigree was impressive. Daughter of Ludovico Gonzaga and Francesca Fieschi, as well as a 
distant relative to King Charles V of Spain, she had been espoused to Vespasiano Colonna at an 
early age. This would account for her interest in the fortunes of the Gonzaga family and her desire 
to link theirs with the Colonnas. Her reputation as a beauty was more than confirmed by a brazen 
attempt on the part of Admiral Kair-el-Din Barbarossa to carry her off as a prize to Sultan 
Suleiman‘s harem in Istanbul. Cameos of her had been circulating among the courts of Europe for 
some time, and one of these had evidently fallen into the hands of Suleiman the Magnificent. 
Barbarossa landed at Sperlonga on the coast of Italy one morning in 1534, along with eighteen 
galleys, where he proceeded to sack the port. His forces then made their way inland in an attempt to 
capture Fondi.  
Fortunately for Giulia, a servant who had arranged a horse to be made available in the courtyard 
below, awakened her early that morning. Witnesses claim that she barely escaped in her nightgown, 
and that the groom was later assassinated by the Gonzaga family for daring to gaze upon the 
beautiful Giulia in such compromising garb, but this is hearsay only and is unlikely to have 
occurred. The incident only enhanced Giulia‘s reputation throughout Italy, and possibly Europe. 
Fortunately for the young Vespasiano and his mother, they were both in Sabbioneta with the in-
laws, thereby re-affirming the young boy‘s claim as heir to the various estates in that region. He 
was a Gonzaga first.  
Giulia presided over a brilliant court in Fondi and in Naples. Its reputation was a magnet for 
poets, humanists and artists who flocked there from all over Italy. She was in correspondence with 
many of the major thinkers of the day, men such as the religious iconoclast Giordano Bruno, and 
Juan de Valdes, the publisher of the first Spanish Lutheran Bible (Biblia de oso), and Tolomei 
Claudio, the great linguist who helped to shape the Italian language. The poets Ariosto and Tasso 
celebrated her beauty in their verses. She was a supporter of the Venetian nobleman Gasparo 
Contarini, a leading reformer of the church and a secret admirer of the Protestant reformation in 
northern Europe.  
It was he who organized a group of Italian Protestants, the gli spirituali, as a vehicle for 
disenchanted Catholics lobbying for change. Giulia and her close friend the poet were members of 
this group. She was likely privy to Contarini‘s attempts to encourage and protect Martin Luther and 
John Calvin of Geneva from papal agents, though it has never been proven. We do know that she 
was a friend of Don Garcia Manriques, one of Charles V‘s courtiers and a secret Protestant, who 
himself sought refuge in Zurich from the Inquisition. Was she also aware of his efforts to support 
Henry VIII‘s plan to divorce Catherine of Aragon by sending his relative, Francesco Sorzi, to 
London as the king‘s sex councillor? We do not know, but there is evidence that she participated in 
many such attempts at reforming the Church of Rome. 
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Her tolerance extended to the Jews of Fondi, whose protection she maintained. While her 
friendship with the poet Vittoria Colonna resulted in a number of poems being written in her 
honour. Vittoria was a keen supporter of church reform as well, and a friend of the artist 
Michelangelo who often met with the poet during his sojourns in Rome. Like Giulia, Vittoria was 
learned and intelligent, if of a more pious and emotional nature. She, like her friend, had been 
married to a man who spent most of their married life on military campaigns. Francesco d‘Avalos, 
the Marchese di Pescara, died in 1525 from war wounds, leaving Vittoria to celebrate his memory 
and their love in a series of love poems, Rime Spirituali.  
Ariosto respected her work, as did the poet Jacopo Sannazzaro and the humanist Pietro Bembo, 
Giulia‘s friend. She was also in correspondence with Baldassare Castiglione, the renowned author 
of The Book of the Courtier. Because of her friendship with Giulia, many such artists would have 
been welcome at her court in Fondi and in Naples, even if only in spirit. Between them these two 
remarkable women almost single-handedly presided over a revival of the intellect in southern Italy. 
Michelangelo, who reputedly sat by Vittoria‘s bedside at her death in 1547, wrote a touching 
memorial sonnet to her memory, which could have equally applied to her friend, Giulia: 
 
Nature, that never made so fair a face, 
Remained ashamed, and tears were in all eyes.
13
 
 
Both women added lustre to this most eclectic age. They were catalysts in the realization of a 
wide range of intellectual pursuits, which in turn affected the moral and ethical life of Italy itself. 
They were true embodiments of Marsilio Ficino‘s ideal of Platonic friendship that was so much 
respected by his Florentine friends. 
Fondi was the home to an active court life until it was almost destroyed by Barbarossa. An old 
Latin town, it lies on the Appian Way at the foot of the Aurunci Mountains, some 56 miles south of 
Rome. Originally belonging to the ancient Volsci people, it received Roman citizenship in 188 BC. 
The town fell under the influence of the papacy in the fifth century, although its control remained 
nominal until the seventeenth century. In the Middle Ages, ownership was disputed between the 
papacy and the Kingdom of Naples. Fondi‘s greatest claim to fame is that it was the scene of the 
conclave that elected the antipope Clement VII in 1378, thus giving rise to the Great Schism of the 
western church (1378–1417).  
Thomas Aquinas lived here for a short time in a cell in the cloister of the Gothic church of San 
Domenico. It was the birthplace, too, of Vitruvius, the favourite architect of Emperor Augustus of 
                                                 
13  Ascano Condivi. The Life of Michelangelo. (London: Pallas Athene Publishers, 2007). Ascano Condivi, a friend and early 
biographer of the artist, remarked about Michelangelo‘s grief when she passed away: ―I remember having heard him say that nothing 
caused him so much sorrow as that, when he went to visit her upon her passage from life, he had not kissed her forehead and face, 
even as he kissed her hand. Her death left him often times astonied and, as it were, deprived of reason.‖  
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ancient Rome, himself the eventual author of Ten Books on Architecture, one of the books that 
Vespasiano Gonzaga was to consult throughout his life. Fondi is a town with a long and eventful 
history, and its people were not averse to encouraging a genuine freedom of thought. No wonder 
Giulia felt at home here. It was the perfect place to raise a child destined to become one of the 
flowers of the late Italian Renaissance, even if she did quit the city for the security of Naples. 
It is important to understand the intellectual climate in which Vespasiano was raised. One 
assumes that nobles are born with knowledge, as if it is theirs by divine right. But this was not so—
there were as many oafs among the nobility of Italy as there were philosophers or poets. A Lorenzo 
de Medici, Frederico Montefelto, or Isabelle d‘Este were very much exceptions among the courts of 
Italy during the Quattrocento, even if it appears that almost every princeling could turn his thoughts 
to poetry or art. Giulia‘s attempt to create a court of excellence at Fondi was modelled on the old 
French courts, where troubadour poets recited their lines to an appreciative audience. Perhaps 
Giulia Gonzaga wanted to recapture this spirit and identify herself with Eleanor of Aquitaine, even 
after she had retired to the convent of San Francesco in Naples subsequent to the destruction of 
Fondi. 
The most important event of Vespasiano‘s early years was his investiture as the lord of 
Sabbioneta in 1541. Giulia managed to obtain this diploma for him through her friendship with the 
emperor, Charles V. We also know that around this time he made an attempt to buy back those 
lands that had been sold off from his tiny principality by the emperor to the brothers Marini for the 
sum of 46,000 scudi, prior to him receiving his inheritance, through the intercession of his custodial 
agents. In this endeavour he failed, so the town of Casalmaggiore, and the title of marchestato that 
went with it, remained with this ancient Genoese family whose links went back to the Serenissima 
of Venice. Already, it seems, predatory overlords were carving up his dukedom before his very 
eyes, young as he was. 
Vespasiano‘s adolescent years were spent under the tutelage of various teachers, living, 
according to Amade, a ―Spartan life.‖ Giulia made every effort to ensure that he received an 
education appropriate to his station. Though he did not live with his aunt, but rather in the care of a 
family retainer in the Duke of Somma‘s palace near her monastery, from an early age he 
nonetheless studied history, Italian Letters, Latin and Greek, as well as German and Spanish, the 
language of the Imperial Court in Naples, under her watchful eye.  
Already in a portrait of him at this time we see a child with a steady if remote gaze and an 
unsmiling mouth, as if he was becoming conscious of his destiny. It is likely that he would have 
been familiar with most of the humanists of his day once he has passed through adolescence—men 
such as Poliziano, Ficino, Filelfo, Vittorino da Feltre and Poggio. He would have known the works 
of many well-known poets by heart, men such as Dante, Petrarch, Tasso and Francesco Berni. 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
22 
Roman classical authors such as Livy, Seneca, Cicero, Tacitus and Plutarch would have come 
within his purview too. It is likely that he had read Marsilio Ficino‘s translations of Plato‘s works, 
Theologicia Platonica, and been familiar with Aristotle.  
One must try to picture the libraries in the castle at Fondi and in Naples during his minority—
Poggio‘s treatises De Nobilitate and De Varietate Fortunae are probably there, so too Biondo‘s 
bulky encyclopaedias Roma Triumhans, Roman Instaurata and Italia Illustrata. These are libraries 
of perhaps two thousand volumes containing incomparable knowledge, both in Greek and in Latin. 
Virgil‘s Aeneid and Georgics are there, as is Pico di Mirandola‘s Essay on the Dignity of Man and 
Ovid‘s Art of Love. Many are contained in rare and beautiful volumes published by the Aldine press 
of Venice, founded in 1490 by Teobaldo Manuzio. There are likely to be books on various subjects 
on their shelves, including geomancy, magic and the Kabbalah, since we know that in later life 
Vespasiano was on good terms with the Jews of Sabbioneta, even allowing them to operate their 
own press that published such esoteric works.  
There would have been copies of the usual reference books such as Hieroglyphia by Pierio 
Valeriano and Natalis Comes‘ Mythologia among the collections. Francesco Giordi‘s Harmonia 
mundi, as well as works of musical theory by Zarlino, would have graced the library shelves,
14
 
along with Aristotle‘s Nichmachean Ethics and his Politics, and treatises on how to be a future duke 
by Platini or Pontano. Certainly, the young Duke would have read his favourite poets—men such as 
Cavalcanti, Petrarch and Dante. 
We should spend a little more time in these libraries, as they throw further light on the 
intellectual development of the future duke. He studied Alberti‘s and Vitruvius‘s works on 
architecture, and became a more than capable architect by the end of his minority. He enjoyed Belle 
Letters, and often wrote poetry during idle moments. The works of Gemistos Plethon may have 
been there, as well as the notes of Poliziano on Ovid, Suetonius, and Statius. It is easy to see the 
young man poring over Pausanias in the original Greek, and marvelling at the untrammelled light of 
antiquity radiating from his pages. Likely, there would have been books by his contemporaries, men 
such as Francesco Filelfo, Erolao Barbaro and Leonardo Bruni. Every book, so lovingly collected 
by Giulia‘s agents, became familiar territory to him. It seems that his aunt wanted him to become 
the embodiment of a ―universal man‖ [l‘uomo universale]. One wonders whether she was not 
secretly compensating for the loss of her husband. 
 His education did not stop at the doorway to the library. Putting aside his books of an afternoon 
he would often mount a horse in full armour, ready to learn how to conduct himself as a soldier. 
The art of war was an essential part of the Gonzaga family tradition. The life of a condottiere was in 
                                                 
14 Gioseffo Zarlino (1517–1590) was an Italian music theorist and composer of the Renaissance. He was possibly the most famous 
music theorist between Aristoxenus and Rameau, and made a large contribution to the theory of counterpoint as well as to musical 
tuning. 
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his blood, given that his father and many members of his family had all plied this trade in the past. 
Swordsmanship, the study of gunpowder and the science of fortification, learning how to become 
proficient in the manufacture of armour and the secrets of the forge–these elements of the warrior‘s 
art were soon more than familiar to him. We know that Vespasiano was enamoured by his father‘s 
exploits in the field, and that he wanted to emulate him in every way. In the mean time, he was 
content to prepare himself for the day when his services might be called upon as a soldier of 
fortune, as a condottiere, preferably in some foreign land where the rewards were better. 
The opportunity to travel came sooner than expected. In 1545, Giulia arranged for Vespasiano to 
join the court of Spain as  page to Prince Philip, the heir apparent to the Spanish throne. His father 
had fought for King Charles II, and so he was welcomed as a loyal subject of Spain. Such a gesture 
was very much in line with the cult of family, as well as preserving the legitimacy of nobles and 
monarch alike for the long-term security of government.
15
 It was also very much a part of 
advancement for an Italian duke from an old family, given that Naples was a Spanish vice-royal 
kingdom. Spain was the ruling power of its time. Moreover, the lessons that Vespasiano had learnt 
studying The Book of the Courtier, under the watchful gaze of his aunt, were now put into effect.  
The young Duke had suddenly been elevated to the status of a gentleman at one of the principal 
courts in Europe. Carefully dressed, not foppish as in the Italian manner, he found himself free to 
attend court functions, go on hunting parties, wield arms in the barracks, and study military tactics 
with the king‘s generals. Meanwhile, his friendship with Duke Philip continued to grow. Little did 
he know that this would one day determine his livelihood. 
      On the way to Spain, Vespasiano travelled via Sabbioneta. The chronicles do not say whether it 
was the first time he had been there since his investiture in 1541, but they do suggest that it was a 
momentous event for the young fifteen year old. Very likely it was the first occasion for him to tour 
his tiny principality and experience the warm welcome offered by his subjects. ―Enthusiastically 
received by all, nobles and plebeians, parents and subjects,‖ such was the enthusiasm of the 
populace for their young Duke.
16
 He had found his true home at last. The lands of his father were 
calling to him to return. It was no accident that, on the completion of his tour of duty at the court of 
Spain in 1548, he should want to return to Sabbioneta. Whatever Giulia, or indeed his mother, 
might have thought of his intentions to live there, his dream of realizing his own Città ideale in the 
lands of his Gonzaga forebears was already beginning to take shape. 
His first act of reclamation was to found a monte di pietà, or pawnshop, as a benefit to his 
people. He quickly enlisted the help of one of his relatives, Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga, Governor of 
State and a resident of Mantua, where he was responsible for the administration of church affairs. 
                                                 
15 Pacini, Arturo, ―Pignatti di Vetro,‖ in Spain in Italy: Politics, Society and Religion 1500–1700, Vol. 32, edited by Thomas James 
Dandelet (Leiden: Brill, 2007). 
16 Ireneo Affo, Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780. 
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The cardinal understood and sympathized with his young nephew‘s motives, issuing a bull that 
granted him the legal right to set up a pawnshop for the benefit of the poveri of his tiny principality. 
Vespasiano wanted to endear himself to his subjects with something more concrete than festivals, it 
seems. Rather than exercise control in the time-honoured manner of the despot—that is, through 
force of arms, imprisonment, and fear—he had chosen a more benign approach to governance.  
The young Duke had arrived in his territory not as a warlord but as someone who wished to 
forge a new alliance between himself and his people. Cardinal Ercole also granted Sabbioneta a 
concession of the free administration of church affairs in the region, thus ensuring a substantial 
addition to its revenue. No wonder Vespasiano‘s arrival in Sabbioneta late in 1548 was joyously 
celebrated with ―lights, public banquets and horse games‖ by the populace. Their duke had brought 
with him a new spirit of enterprise and freedom. 
An important transition had been made. Ambition, and the ties of blood, had come to the fore at 
last, delivering Vespasiano over to a life that was in part an emulation of his father‘s. But with one 
difference—he was never going to be simply a soldier of fortune; his aunt Giulia had seen to that. 
She had groomed him for a more auspicious life—that of becoming a true Renaissance prince, ―a 
cavalleria, soldier, and courtier,‖ in the words of Castiglione. Of course, there had been precedents 
in the guise of men like Lorenzo de‘ Medici and Federico Montefeltro, but these men had been 
committed to the machinations of state more than most.  
Vespasiano was groomed for other things—the life of a warrior prince married to the dream of a 
perfect city, under the patronage of a Spanish king, his friend. If Giulia were to have her way, her 
nephew would embody venustas or grace—that is, a careless ease. He would cultivate this dream 
whilst campaigning on behalf of Philip throughout Spain in the years to follow, lying in his bed at 
night, building his city of the mind out of all that he had learnt in the libraries of Fondi and Naples. 
Vespasiano was the perfect product of his aunt Giulia—she had made him an extension to herself.  
Already in gestation—some say as a suggestion of his grandfather Ludovico Gonzaga, who was 
much interested in such things—the ideal city had firmly taken hold of his imagination. In a letter 
of 1557 he alluded to the ―heroic Latins‖ and the ―divine Iliad of Homer‖ as inspiration for the 
construction of his ―peciole Atene.‖17 His first edicts bear witness to someone with an acute sense 
of economics and social responsibility. He wanted to strengthen his revenues by accessing church 
funds. He saw the need to ease the burden of poverty on his subjects, thus paving the way for an 
unlikely economic transfusion. All this may be considered a normal part of life in the larger cities 
like Florence, Mantua, Milan or Venice. What Vespasiano attempted to bring to his miniature state 
were favourable economic conditions that might in due course lead to establishing his 
independence. The Duke wanted to distance himself from family pressure and age-old feudal 
                                                 
17 Ireneo Affo, Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. (Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780).  
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obligation even if, on the surface, he still maintained his allegiance to Philip as his benefactor. One 
cannot escape the implication of these early gestures on his part towards governance—that 
Vespasiano was dreaming of freedom. 
But all this was in the future. The young Vespasiano Gonzaga  had only recently returned from 
Spain and was flush with new friendships. A trip north to Germany around this time had further 
helped to broaden his mind. One can sense his exhilaration during these months and years. Giulia 
was always there in the background, overseeing his every move from her castle in Fondi or the 
convent in Naples. The memory of his father as a knight of fortune made him want to emulate him 
in his own career. His mother, the lovely if flighty Isabella, lingered in memory only, a quiet 
inspiration in his moments of solitude. One is left, however, with a sense that the young Duke, now 
formally the count of Sabbioneta, Fondi and Rodigo, is nurturing a desire to be more than the 
creation of others, that he wanted somehow to break free of family obligations and demands. 
Sabbioneta was to be his laboratory where he might one day devise a new order of humanity. 
 
* 
 
Already it is possible to see other factors at work in his makeup whenever one gazes up at 
Vespasiano‘s statue in the Church of the Incoronata. There is a loneliness about his eyes. His lightly 
bearded jaw hints at loss, and a desire to be understood. His hand, extending before him in a gesture 
of consular authority, may in fact be reaching out for support. This is a man grappling with 
important issues. He is someone who lived with sadness, in spite of the benefits accorded him at 
birth. Dukes may be conceived in sumptuous bedrooms under painted ceilings, but they are no more 
immune than others from the arrows of fate. His wound, if there was one, ran deeper than most. 
Where his heart lies protected by armour, it is not hard to detect a wall of ice beginning to encroach. 
In his youth Vespasiano found himself surrounded by widows. Of course, they were generous 
with their love, but a love that was conditional. Their husbands had departed, leaving these women 
alone and at the mercy of their yearnings. He in turn had become a surrogate to them both. His 
mother and aunt were like ice maidens, forever attempting to freeze one another out of their 
disputed inheritance—that of his unconditional love. A life spent among books, among Greek and 
Latin conjugations, as well as the perfect commodulations of Vitruvius and Alberti, had ill prepared 
him for what lay ahead in the conduct of his private life.  
All he knew how to manage at this point in time was a world where men assumed the mantle of 
kingship through the attainment of knowledge. Meanwhile, fathers and uncles—heroes, all of 
them—hovered before his gaze, warring figures and ghosts. He was to find himself standing alone 
on a battlement, like Shakespeare‘s Hamlet, listening to their voices. Nor was he to know that 
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Sabbioneta, this bright city of his mind, would one day become the realization of an extraordinary 
vision, a vision not yet witnessed in Europe. The ideal city had found an exponent who, by good 
fortune as much as temperament, was perfectly suited to the act of building a place where the 
conflicts of an age might be neutralized by a perfect adherence to the Renaissance principles of 
proportion and balance. Early in his career, however, he was not to know whether this vision might 
become an unattainable ideal or not, or indeed whether the idea of concinnity might one day be his 
lasting legacy to civic life in Europe. 
 
 
 
  
3 
TOWARDS FLANDERS 
 
 
 
In 1546 Vespasiano Gonzaga, at the age of nearly fifteen, journeyed to Spain to take up a 
position as a page to Duke Philip, the son of King Charles V, in the city of Valladolid. Giulia had 
obtained the position for him through her regal connections, as we have already seen, believing that 
to serve the Spanish monarchy was to amply secure his future. It was a tradition of the Gonzaga 
family, as his father Luigi had served King Charles before him. At that time Spain was the principal 
power in Europe, with interests reaching deep into Italy. Naples itself was under Spanish rule, while 
Rome had been sacked by Spanish troops in 1527. What was known as the Burgundian inheritance 
embraced the Netherlands, Franche Comté and the Savoy, which included Milan and Pavia.  
It was therefore in Vespasiano‘s long-term interest to be known at court if he was to become a 
successful soldier of fortune. Many young men from Lombardy and Naples had preceded him on 
this journey. Besides, Spain possessed the New World of the Americas, and this generated a wealth 
that would find its way into the coffers of the army in pursuit of its European ambitions, and in the 
Netherlands in particular. 
Spain had undergone considerable change since the days of Ferdinand and Isabella, and their 
victory over the Moors in Andalusia. The fall of Granada in 1492 presaged the slow process of 
unifying the different kingdoms of the Peninsular under the rule of the Spanish crown, a process 
that was to occupy many years of patient negotiation with the Cortes in various cities throughout 
Spain. Ferdinand played an important role in this reconciliation, as well as the realization of a 
purely Spanish identity in the wake of eight-hundred years of Moorish domination. The cities in the 
old comunidades were on the whole sympathetic to the creation of a central authority under one 
king, so long as the process went forward in a spirit of cooperation and good will. Juggling the 
nobles‘ aspirations with the expectations of the people became a feature of Ferdinand‘s, Charles‘s, 
and later Philip‘s rule, well into the sixteenth century. 
The discovery of the New World by Christopher Columbus (1492-1503), and Magellan‘s voyage 
around the world (1519-1521), made it more difficult for Spain to focus its attentions exclusively on 
either the Mediterranean, or its interests in the north. Confronting the Ottomans in the 
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Mediterranean and the Barbary pirates along the African coast, both issues of primary importance to 
security in the region, suddenly found themselves playing second fiddle to the need to secure the 
wealth of the American colonies for Spain, as well as achieving a final solution in the Netherlands 
that might spell the end of the heresy of Protestantism in the north.  
The Catholicity of the Empire became an obsession for Charles, and later his son Philip. They 
refused to countenance the virus of Lutheranism invading their territories, and were prepared to go 
to war over the issue on any number of occasions. The glory of Spain was forever linked to the 
glory of the church. An unholy alliance between Spain and the papacy was therefore inevitable—
they were bound together by the fires of the Inquisition and the enactment of the dreaded auto da 
Fe. 
Philip was four years older than Vespasiano, so these young men had much in common. Philip, 
like Vespasiano, demonstrated an aptitude for certain subjects, especially mathematics. It is true 
that he was never a linguist of any proficiency, but he could read and write Latin at an early age, 
and he certainly understood French and Italian. Like Vespasiano, architecture held a strong appeal 
for him and he carefully studied its principles. He enjoyed an appreciation of art and sculpture, and 
later in life patronized some of the greatest international artists of the Renaissance. Philip was also a 
lover of music and enjoyed writing poetry, a subject that interested Vespasiano also.  
He studied under private tutors employed by his father in Brussels, one of whom, Juan Siliceo, a 
professor from Salamanca, was a man of deep piety and learning. It is said that Philip‘s childhood 
was a happy one, particularly in his early years when he was in the care of his mother, the Empress 
Isabella. The only blight on his life, if it can be called as such, was that he rarely saw his father. 
Charles V did not speak Spanish very well and lived most of his life in Flanders. Their relationship 
was conducted through letters, rather than through any normal discourse that characterize relations 
between father and son.  
Vespasiano discovered that he had other things in common with the future king of Spain. Not 
only did they both grow up without a father in their lives, but a mother too. Isabella died when 
Philip was only 12 years old, leaving him to be brought up in a household without parents. Philip 
had probably not seen his father since 1533, when Charles had made one of his rare trips to the 
Peninsular as king and emperor. Then he would have been no more than six years old. The boy 
spent much of his time with his two sisters.  
The death of his mother, however, helped to focus his affection and respect upon his absent 
father once more, and together they forged a distant relationship that would entail serious political 
instruction in keeping with his destiny as a future king. Philip and Vespasiano were both carefully 
tutored for their respective roles—one by an absent king, the other by an aunt who replaced a father 
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and a mother. Given the similarity in their ages and personal histories, it was no wonder that these 
men would remain friends throughout their lives. 
Vespasiano stayed in Spain for two years before returning to Italy with Prince Philip in 1548. 
The journey was conducted in easy stages through Aragon and Catalonia so that the future king 
might see more of his own country. They visited the shrine of Our Lady of Montserrat, before 
moving on to Barcelona and Gerona. In the port of Rosas Andrea Doria, the great Italian admiral, 
met their entourage and escorted them with a fleet of 58 galleys to Genoa. From there they passed 
on to Milan, visiting the battlefield of Pavia where the Spaniards had defeated and captured Francis 
I of France 23 years earlier. This event alone reinforced Vespasiano‘s commitment to the Spanish 
throne. Though an Italian by birth, he already saw himself as a loyal subject of Spain. 
At this time, the Spanish dominions in Italy consisted of the Duchy of Milan and the Kingdom of 
the Two Sicilies. These were shortly to be extended by the addition of the Presidi, which consisted 
of five regions along the coast that Cosimo I of Tuscany was obliged to leave in Spanish hands as 
pledges for his loyalty. They would provide a ready means of access to the Italian peninsular for 
Spain, should Genoa ever fall to France. The supreme authority in Italy at that time was the Council 
of Italy, a mixed body of Spaniards and Italians who resided in Spain. Day-to-day governance lay in 
the hands of the viceroys of Naples and Milan, who were left to rule very much as they pleased. 
Essentially Italy was an occupied land, at the mercy of its own internecine relationships, a church 
greedily carving out duchies in the name of Christ and a foreign king. It is no wonder that 
Vespasiano felt himself to be more Spanish than Italian; his respect for order made a sovereign 
more palatable to him than some self-appointed despot or avaricious papal legate. 
During the court‘s stay in Milan, Vespasiano made a quick trip back to Sabbioneta to check on 
the progress of the wall construction around his city. His stay was short, however, as Philip 
requested the Duke join him for the journey across the Alps to Germany. It was the first journey 
north for both men. They proceeded at a leisurely pace through the Tyrol, southern Germany and 
Luxembourg until, on April 1, 1549 they arrived in Brussels to be met by King Charles V. It was an 
emotional moment for Philip. After so many years apart from his father, he was now at last being 
welcomed into the fold.  
The king was much impressed with his son, and with his young friend also. He immediately set 
about completing his son‘s political education in preparation for his eventual succession to the 
thrones of both Spain and the Empire. For Vespasiano, too, this was the first occasion for him to 
experience a truly international city, at once the heart of the Empire and the centre for entrepot trade 
with the entire world. Talk of the fabulous lands of the Americas, Africa and the Indian sub-
continent, became a reality for him whenever he took the trouble to visit the docks at Antwerp. 
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The historian Ludovico Guicciardini (1523–89) gives us a vivid description of Antwerp in those 
days. The inhabitants of the city were for the most part merchants, many of whom were exceedingly 
rich. Nearly everyone spoke three or four languages, with some speaking ―five or six or seven.‖18 
Every kind of artisan lived there, making cloth, linens, tapestries, Turkish carpets and fustians. 
There were armourers and tanners, dyers, gilders and ship‘s chandlers, glassmakers in the Venetian 
style, as well as painters. Silk cloth, velvet, satin, damask, taffeta and sarsenet were made here in 
vast quantities. It was a city that boasted thousands of bakers, butchers, fishmongers, barbers, 
surgeons, tailors and boot makers. Goldsmiths and gem cutters, sculptors and artists—all of them 
were earning sufficient money, enough at least to purchase land and property, and so to improve 
their positions.  
This was a city where the old feudal constraints had been discarded in favour of a new spirit of 
enterprise. Men were free to market their services in a way unheard of in other, older merchant 
centres of Europe, such as the Hansiatic cities to the north. Trade was on the lips of everyone, from 
chimney sweep to bankers. Vespasiano must have felt he had entered a world vastly different to that 
of Naples, with its age-old and rather dated links to the Levant.
19
 
Antwerp and Brussels were at the crossroads of Europe. From Denmark, the Hanseatic lands, 
Norway, Sweden, Poland, England and other northern regions and provinces, an inestimable 
quantity of merchandise was sent by sea and canal. Rye, wheat, copper, saltpetre, woad, wallwort, 
excellent wool from Austria, flax, honey, pitch, wax, sulphur, potash and amber from Danzig, were 
all stored in warehouses alongside those of fine furs such as sable, marten, ermine, vair, lynx and 
leopard. English and Flemish cloth was traded, as well as spices from the East and wood from 
Brazil. Precious stones, silver, and gold bullion were unloaded from ships recently returned from 
the New World. Pearls from the West Indies vied with those from the Orient; likewise, cochineal 
and sarsaparilla found buyers in their droves. 
 It was said that in the 50 years after 1533 when the Spaniards conquered Peru, more than a 
hundred million ounces of gold, and twice as much silver, had found its way into the coffers of 
Spain, much of it through the port of Antwerp. Flanders during this time became the economic hub 
of Europe, as well being a hotbed of disputation provoked by Erasmus, then the leading thinker in 
Protestant Europe. For Vespasiano, his first trip north to Brussels must have been an occasion for 
discovery in more ways than one—the world was now a much larger place for him, and far richer 
than those lands surrounding the Mediterranean with which he was more familiar. 
Unfortunately, one other ―ware‖ was available in Antwerp and Brussels as a result of these cities 
being at the interface between the new and old worlds—syphilis. The disease, often known as the 
                                                 
18 The Portable Renaissance Reader. Edit. James Bruce Ross & Mary Martin McLaughlin. (London: Penguin Books, 1981). 
19 Ibid.  
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French, German, Neapolitan and English disease, was said to have originated in the New World and 
entered Europe via Columbus‘s crew (or those Indians brought back from Hispaniola) returning 
from their voyage of discovery in 1493. This is to simplify the problem.  
It is suggested that the disease had always been a part of the European scene, though its strain 
evidently not nearly so virulent as that coming from the New World. It is true that by 1597 leper 
colonies were receiving syphilis patients in large numbers throughout France. Charles VIII‘s 
campaign to Italy in 1495 was all but aborted because of a severe outbreak among his troops (many 
of whom were Spanish), which in turn caused untold grief and devastation among the Neapolitans 
themselves. The so-called ―disease of nations‖ had invaded the Continent like the plague.20 No man 
was immune from it, and every woman was a potential carrier. 
Its symptoms are almost immediately apparent. After contact with an infected person, usually a 
prostitute, the infected area becomes chancred. During the next six to eight weeks fatigue is 
experienced, often accompanied by a decline in weight, hair loss and skin rashes. A period of 
latency follows when no obvious symptoms appear except a vague discomfort and the presence of 
occasional eye disorders. This period is the most dangerous in that the disease has now begun to 
spread to the bone, the lymph glands and other vital organs. It has more than likely spread into the 
central nervous system as well. Tertiary syphilis sees the appearance of lesions or gummas on the 
skin, bones and organs. Slowly, the body is eaten away. At this stage, neuro-syphilis begins to make 
its presence felt, provoking extreme personality disorders and ultimately paralysis.  
Treatment was rudimentary at best in the sixteenth century. Giorgio Sommariva da Verona first 
used mercury in 1496. Jacopo Berengario da Carpi became famous in Italy soon after for success-
fully administering mercury to his syphilitic patients. He used it in the form of ointments, oral 
administration and vapour baths. All this did was eliminate the often-painful symptoms, but never 
the cause. It was not until the introduction of guaiacum or holy wood, a bark brought over from the 
New World during the early part of the sixteenth century, that any advance was made in the 
treatment of the symptoms of syphilis. It had fewer side effects than mercury, and often helped 
patients to return to a state of at least temporary good health.  
As Pope Clement VII remarked in the introduction to a book written by Francisco Delicado in 
1529 about his own ―recovery‖: ―[He] … suffered for a while in the Arcispedale of San Giacomo 
Apostolo … the greatest pains and almost incurable sickness as a result of the Morbo Gallico, and 
… to the amazement of everybody, has recovered his original health.‖ 21  Much was therefore 
expected from this miraculous cure. Such treatments, however, varied little in the next three 
                                                 
20 An Italian poet, Jeronimo Fracastoro, who dedicated his poem Syphilis to fellow poet, Bembo, named the disease. The plague it 
celebrates appeared at Naples in 1595. 
21 Jon Arrizabalaga, John Henderson and Roger French, The Great Pox. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1997). 
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centuries. Those who found themselves infected with syphilis were condemned to a lingering death 
sentence, despite all efforts at a cure. 
When Columbus and his crew stepped ashore in Barcelona after their epic voyage of discovery 
to the New World in 1492, they had no idea what they were about to unleash upon Europe. They 
had no idea, either, that within the space of a few short years a significant percentage of able-bodied 
men-at-arms (some estimates suggest up to 20%), and those too of a more aristocratic demeanour, 
would find themselves laid low by an incurable disease that was to afflict society for the next 450 
years. In the late fifteenth century, when the disease was as yet unnamed, doctors and learned men 
met in Ferrara to discuss the epidemic.  
While most lay people called it Mal Francese after its initial outbreak in Naples in 1495 among 
invading French and Spanish troops, for many it was a scourge sent by God and was therefore 
identified with the male de Santo Job because of its terrible and incomprehensible effect, and 
because it was a disease related to sinful sexual practices. Ultimately, however, its identification 
with Job related to the Bible itself. God permitted Job to be afflicted with a ―malignant sore 
covering [him] from the sole of his feet to the top of his head.‖ Job was later seen sitting on a 
dunghill cleaning his sores with a tile. ―God,‖ after all, is someone who ―injures and cures, strikes 
and heals with His hands.‖ Poor Job‘s ulcere pessimo, according to Aquinas, had morphed into an 
incurable disease of the soul.
22
 
This disease, without any known pathology, caused problems both medically and socially. While 
the scholars of the day were busily trying to give it a name, as well as understand its symptoms, 
syphilis itself continued to infect men all over Europe, and with alarming results. Armies were laid 
low, healthy young men became infected after visits to the bordello, and aristocrats in their palaces 
retired to bed to nurse themselves back to health after some clandestine liaison. It was also 
considered to be a young disease because of the devastating affliction rate among virile young men.  
The calamità d‘Italia, as the Florentine historian Francesco Guicciardino called it, transgressed 
medical diagnosis by its very vehemence. Were the boils that it produced on the body a punishment 
for sin as Savonarola suggested, when he railed against sexual license and permissiveness from his 
cell in San Marco, or was it a sign of social collapse brought about by Church corruption, political 
unrest and the general disorder of the times? People were confused, afraid and ready to reach out 
for any cure, whether it be pharmacopeiac or spiritual. No one has ever linked the rise of 
Protestantism in the sixteenth century to the scourge of syphilis, and it would be hard to do so. Yet, 
could it be that some strange new form of homeopathy was at work in the social body of Europe by 
way of Lutheran and Calvinist doctrine from the north? Only Job knows! 
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Early analysis of the disease promoted a number of different opinions as to its pathology. 
Leonardo Botello (b.1530), an anatomist, called the French disease a leus—a general word to depict 
―pestilence‖ or ―corruption,‖ which spread by contagion. Luigi Luigini (b.1526) called the virus a 
―slime‖ or ―poison,‖ and an agent of transmission from one person to another. It was even 
suggested that the origin of the pox lay in infected menstrual blood. Cattaneo argued that it was like 
bites from an animal as well as a ferment, which in turn changed the nature of what (and who) it 
infects, so that it becomes like itself. In other words, the ferment reproduces itself.
23
 As Krell 
remarked, when discussing ill health in relation to the thought of Hegel and Schelling: ―Illness [i.e. 
syphilis] is like eating oneself, consuming oneself. Perhaps it is also like making love to oneself.‖24  
The link between poison, infection, contagion, virus, slime and perhaps self-love, elevates 
syphilis to an entirely new condition with which humankind had to contend. He or she was now at 
the mercy of a virus that had no clear origin (save Hispaniola), no cure and no possibility of running 
its course as the plague did, or any other medical disorders known to doctors and apothecaries of 
the time. Erasmus once wrote that syphilis was the ―most dreadful‖ disease because it combined the 
worst of all other diseases. He, too, was to die of symptoms derived from syphilis.
25
 
What exactly is syphilis? Sixteenth-century medical practice had no way of understanding what 
caused the disease, nor how it functioned in the human body. Modern medical science has since 
identified the spirochete bacterium known as treponema pallidum that causes treponemal diseases 
such as syphilis, bejel, pinta and yaws. It is generally acquired by close sexual contact. The 
organism can also be transmitted to a foetus by transplacental passage during the later stages of 
pregnancy, giving rise to congenital syphilis. The helical structure of the bacterium allows it to 
move in a corkscrew fashion through a viscous medium such as mucus. It then gains access to the 
host‘s blood and lymph systems through tissue and mucus membranes. Even today there is no 
known vaccine for syphilis, due to the fact that it has too few surface proteins for an antibody to 
gain a hold and be effective. It may be suppressed using modern penicillin, but it cannot be 
permanently eliminated from the body.  
We cannot be sure that Vespasiano contracted the disease during his stay in Flanders but it is 
extremely likely that he did so, given his age. At 15, when young Vespasiano set out for the Spanish 
court, then located in Valladolid, one must assume that he was still relatively inexperienced in 
matters of the heart.
26
 By the time he arrived in Brussels he was not yet 18. It is fair to assume that 
his stay in the Low Countries was accompanied by various encounters with women not always of 
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24 David Farrell Krell, Contagion, Sexuality, Disease and Death in German Romanticism. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
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25 Deborah Haydon, Pox. (New York: Basic books, 2003).  
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noble background. His friend Philip was clearly drawn to ―haunts of vice,‖ which, we are told, he 
frequented incognito. One commentator reported back to Venice that Philip had an ―inordinate 
fondness for women.‖27  
We can assume, therefore, that Vespasiano engaged in clandestine sexual relationships at this 
time in the company of his friend. Furthermore, King Charles, already a widower, allegedly 
fathered a child by a Belgian woman during his stay in Flanders. One can reasonably assume that 
the king encouraged his young protégés to gain at least some experience while they were away from 
home, and living under his protection. All we do know for certain is that by the time Vespasiano 
was 19, and back living in Sabbioneta, early symptoms of the disease had begun to manifest 
themselves.
28
 
But at 18 the world was at his feet. His tiny city was beginning to appear on the plain of 
Lombardy, its first institutions now established, even if he had yet to formulate a clear idea of the 
city he wished to build. The Monte di pieta for the poor opened its doors in 1547. A zecca, or mint, 
had been proposed. By 1548 his uncle, Cardinal Ercole Gonzaga, had fulfilled his promise to grant 
Sabbioneta freedom to administer its own ecclesiastical affairs. Streets were being laid out inside 
the emerging walls under directions from the young Duke. The foundations for public buildings 
were being dug in recently surveyed ground. Merchants were being invited to purchase allotments 
at special prices to set up their businesses. An air of anticipation had become evident to banker, 
merchant, craftsman and peasant alike—Sabbioneta was undergoing a transformation from that of 
an isolated hunting encampment located outside an ancient fortress to a city with a heart and soul.  
 Temporarily released from service at the Spanish court in 1549, Vespasiano returned to Italy to 
take up the position as second-in-command in the imperial army in Lombardy. During his long 
absence, Giulia had not been idle on his behalf. She had made overtures to Pierluigi Farnese, a 
prominent nobleman, on behalf of her nephew, with a view to arranging a marriage with his 
daughter, Vittoria. Vespasiano was less than enthusiastic about such a match. He found the young 
woman cold and lacking vitality, so the idea of this marriage was quickly dismissed. Meanwhile, 
another candidate was discovered in the person of Diana of Cardona, a beautiful young Sicilian 
woman who had been promised to the son of Don Ferrante Gonzaga, the governor of Milan, 
Vespasiano‘s uncle. She had been brought over from Sicily in 1546 by Don Ferrante, then the 
viceroy of Sicily, to live at his court while awaiting her eventual marriage to the young Cesare, who 
was not yet of age. 
                                                 
27 Sir Charles Petrie. Philip II of Spain. (London: Eyre & Spottiswoode, 1964).  
28 It took some years for syphilis to be named as a disease. Hieronymus Frocastor (Jeronimo) wrote a long poem dedicated to the 
disease, and gave it its name. He alluded to its New World origins, but also suggested that it was a visitation by Classical gods. See 
Hieronymus Frocastor‘s Syphilis (St Louis: The Philimar Co., 1909), from the original Latin. 
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Diana‘s pedigree was impeccable as far as Don Ferrante was concerned. The daughter of Don 
Antonio y Folch di Cardona and the pale, diaphanous-skinned Donna Beatrice di Luna, she brought 
to any prospective marriage a considerable dowry consisting of the marquisate of Giuliana, the 
earldom of Chiusa and the barony of Burgio. If these titles were not enough, she was soon elevated 
to the Duchess of Ariano in a bid to encourage her compliance as the future husband to Cesare 
Gonzaga.  
What Don Ferrante didn‘t take into consideration was Diana‘s independent spirit. She soon 
realized that she had been promised to a fop of a boy, a weakling, whose only claim to her heart 
was his intelligence. Diana, clearly, wanted more from her husband than a cultivated personality. 
Said to be capricious and headstrong, she was not about to become a mere bearer of children to 
bolster the Gonzaga line. In a dramatic gesture, and displaying not a little courage, Diana 
confronted Don Ferrante with her decision to not marry his son. When her request for release from 
the marriage was rebuffed, she decided to quit the palace and make her escape back to Sicily. 
Diana was duly intercepted in Piacenza by Don Ferrante‘s bravos. They expected her to give up 
her shameful flight and retract her insulting accusations, but the young duchess was obdurate—she 
was not about to yield to any bullying by Don Ferrante‘s agents. As far as she was concerned Diana 
was her own woman whose heart was her own affair. When they reported back to Don Ferrante that 
Cesare‘s intended wife refused to budge on the matter, the Marquis was finally forced to admit 
defeat. Tongue-tired by the stress and embarrassment of it all, the old man was said to have 
wandered about the corridors of his palace muttering unintelligible remarks. It was as if he had been 
jilted personally. 
The scandal quickly erupted and spread to many of the courts of Lombardy. It was at this time 
that Vespasiano first heard of Diana of Cardona being held as a virtual prisoner in Piacenza. In 
order to forestall any objections on the part of Don Ferrante, whom he regarded as his honorary 
father, Vespasiano sought an interview with the Marquis and put the case for his own marriage to 
the wayward Diana. Conscious of the trouble his family had already suffered, Don Ferrante made 
no great effort to object to his nephew‘s request. Possibly he thought that Diana‘s dowry could yet 
be secured for the Gonzagas, if only by a member of the cadet branch of the family. He agreed, 
provided that the marriage was to go ahead immediately to prevent Diana from learning about what 
the Marquis called the ―smell of the stable‖ hanging over her prospective home in Sabbioneta. If 
she had refused the splendour of the Milanese court, was there not a likelihood that she might spurn 
Vespasiano‘s humble abode? Negotiations were quickly set in motion with Diana‘s entourage in 
Piacenza. 
These did not fare so well. It seems that Diana was no more amenable to the plan to marry her 
off to yet another Gonzaga than she was to the first. The Mantuan ambassador in Milan wrote a 
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letter to his lord, Duke Francesco III, informing him of the slow progress of these negotiations, and 
the unlikelihood of Vespasiano‘s suit succeeding: 
Yesterday after dinner my lady the princess, with a servant and Signor Alessandro, in a coach 
accompanied by no other guard or escort, suddenly left for Marignano, and there they discussed the 
case of the lady duchess [Diana] to see whether a solution might be found; but it seems that nothing 
more can be done. The lord Vespasiano Gonzaga wants her, apparently, but his suit has been coolly 
received.
29
 
 
Vespasiano was not to be deterred. He knew Diana from earlier encounters at the Milanese court, so 
he was aware of her beauty. She was his age, with a slim, agile body, thin but strong arms, a little 
shorter than him in height. Her long straight hair hung down her back, and she often wore it in a 
thick braid tossed coquettishly over her left shoulder. Sometimes she tied it with a red and gold 
striped ribbon, the colours of Aragon. Her nose was considered to be small and slightly aquiline. 
Her slender white neck bore a tiny scar that she often hid with a black velvet collar pinned behind a 
cameo, all of which served to accentuate her charm in the eyes of Vespasiano. Her gaze was 
languid, her dark eyes deep and tender.  
Everything about Diana enchanted him. Moreover, her Sicilian beauty reminded him of his 
upbringing in Naples and the south. The savour of figs and the mysterious glow of poppies 
flowering in June seemed to radiate from her person. This was the woman he desired for his wife. 
Nor was he averse to the substantial dowry that she might bring with her to his hearth. Marriage in 
those times was never far from being an economic alliance. 
Diana‘s decision to marry Vespasiano was probably precipitated by the knowledge that her future 
had already been compromised by her disagreement with Don Ferrante and his son. It is not to say 
that she did not find Vespasiano‘s insistence rather flattering. He was a good-looking young man, 
already a soldier with some experience in armed conflict, well-travelled and cultivated. He could 
fashion a madrigal as easily as draw a sword. And further, he had dreams. He was building his own 
city. Vespasiano wanted to create a genuine politia litterarrum, no less than a ―literary republic‖ 
along the lines of Laurentian Florence in the fifteenth century.
30
 As he remarked in one of his letters: 
We intend to set off upon the route of Letters, as a proper calling in peacetime which, by the grace of 
God and the wisdom of our Great Ones, we are enjoying at present. And taking into account, above 
all, the healthiness of the air, the fertility and security of the location, we have decided to set up a 
public school of Humanities where our subjects will send their sons to learn, so that on leaving this 
school they can make their way amongst the famous in Italy for Law or Medicine.
31
 
He wanted to populate his city with men of excellence, and to initiate new endeavours. As far as 
Diana could ascertain, Vespasiano was no courtier in the mould of Cesare, her now discarded 
                                                 
29 Ireneo Affo. Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. (Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780). Author transl. 
30 Eugenio Garin, Italian Humanism. (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1965). 
31 Ireneo Affo, Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. (Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780). 
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fiancée. Did she have any choice? The chronicles are silent on the matter, but we do sense that she 
quickly grew to love this dashing young man. Besides, he was at heart a southerner, a man who 
understood the darker aspects of yearning that fuelled a Sicilian‘s heart. In the end she said ―yes,‖ 
and the two were secretly married in Piacenza before other suitors heard rumour of her availability. 
A letter was quickly drafted by the couple and addressed to his friend Philip of Spain, asking him to 
sanction their marriage. This was done to prevent any suitors stepping forward to demand 
precedence over Vespasiano‘s request for Diana‘s hand in marriage. 
Free to return to Sabbioneta at last, Vespasiano and his new wife entered the city in April 1550 
to be received by an approving populace. The streets were decked out with bunting, performers 
were in attendance, and his people came forward to offer them their homage. It was a moment when 
the young couple must have felt supremely happy. They had overcome all obstacles. Furthermore, 
they had received formal permission from Don Ferrante and Prince Philip to wed. Before them was 
their own fledgling city, already populated by men and women who had come there to live by 
choice. Nothing could stand in their way of creating an imaginary city, a city of perfectly realized 
buildings where institutions came into being as a result of concepts rather than custom. It was to be 
a marriage favoured by the gods, given Giulia‘s penchant for augury. 
But the happiness of the young couple was cut short before it had time to blossom. Shortly after 
taking up residence in Sabbioneta, Diana experienced a miscarriage. As far as we know she never 
again became pregnant, at least not to her husband, an issue that according to one commentator 
played on Vespasiano‘s mind for the next nine years until her early death.32 It was also suggested 
that Diana might have brought on the miscarriage herself by continuing to ride and play games in 
defiance of his advice. There were even rumours that she had wanted to lose the child as it was not 
that of her husband, and that a disgruntled servant had foretold her death because of the 
miscarriage.
33
 The woman, known simply as Elena, a person of questionable reputation (was she a 
witch?, some asked), had accompanied her to Milan from Sicily where she often made insinuations 
about her mistress. In the end, Diana insisted that she be banished from Sabbioneta, but not before 
the woman was said to have laid a curse upon her. It was also rumoured that Vespasiano ordered 
that her tongue be nailed to the roof of her mouth because of her behaviour. But all this is hearsay 
only, designed to justify Vespasiano‘s future actions in respect of his wife. 
One may assume that the lack of offspring became a bone of contention between Vespasiano and 
Diana, in that no heir was forthcoming. The crisis was further exacerbated by a prolonged illness of 
some months that forced Vespasiano to take to his bed. There was some suggestion that he had 
contacted tisico or consumption, but it may have been an attempt to conceal his true ailment—the 
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33 Ibid. 
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early onset of tertiary syphilis. One suspects it to be the case, as he showed no other symptoms that 
might be considered tubercular after his initial illness. Nor has the subsequent forensic analysis by 
Professor Mallegni in 1988 suggested any other disease than syphilis. All we know for certain is 
that Diana lost her child, and Vespasiano was laid low with the first of his many bouts of syphilis. If 
Elena had existed, as hearsay suggests, then her curse had certainly left its mark upon their 
marriage. 
Vespasiano refused to allow these setbacks to discourage him. While convalescing in nearby 
Bozzolo, he began to dream of his ideal city as being more than a mere aggregation of buildings. 
More than anything, he wanted to make Sabbioneta a capital of the mind. One of his first initiatives 
was to establish a school of Hebrew studies, as well as a publishing house in the city. He invited 
two noted Jewish scholars to come to Sabbioneta, namely Federico di Marchi and Rodolfo di 
Zurigo, both doctors of Greek and famed for their learning in oriental studies. Together these men 
set about creating an environment favourable to the study of ancient Hebrew texts at a time when 
the Inquisition was at its height.  
That the Duke should ignore the church in such matters is testament to his courage and belief in 
the sovereignty of letters, particularly in light of the anti-Semitism he had earlier encountered in 
Spain. Giulia would have much influenced him in this respect, as she was known as being a 
protector of Jewish people, both in Fondi and in Sabbioneta. In the years following, under the 
supervision of such men as Giuseppe Tedesco and Aronne Chaviv of Padua,
34
 the publishing house 
printed some important works that brought to light new information about the Old Testament, then 
not available to Christian scholars.  
Vespasiano contributed to the success of this venture in a number of ways. It is said that he 
actually taught at the school following his recovery from his illness, and that he often purchased 
books in Hebrew, which he had discovered in bookshops in Venice and as far away as Pamplona in 
Spain. Such was his love of books that he earned a reputation as a ―plunderer‖ of other men‘s 
libraries. As Galleazzo Florimonte, the bishop of Sessa, wrote to Vespasiano: ―I would willingly 
send you certain books I possess … but you, soldier lord, are accustomed to plunder, that you care 
little for returning what you borrow.‖35 With a relatively large Jewish population living in his tiny 
state, he may have wished to compete with Venice as a centre for scholarship. Vicenzo Conti, 
another noted Jewish scholar, presided over the press for nearly ten years.
36
  
Some of the scholars took it upon themselves to pen satires against the church and attach them to 
a catasta di legna or statue modelled on the one in Rome known as the Pasquino statue, located 
near the Piazza Navona. On it, poems and satirical verses were attached so that passers-by might 
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read them early in the morning, before the authorities had done their rounds. It offered one of the 
few opportunities for Romans to express their displeasure against the papal government. In 
Sabbioneta, the practice soon invoked the ire of the local church when the son of one old Jewish 
priest was discovered to have written a poem in Vulgar Latin criticizing the Pope. He would surely 
have been severely punished, had not the Duke interceded on behalf of this misguided youth.  
The incident reveals Vespasiano‘s independence of mind in the face of growing prejudice 
against the Jews in Italy. One only has to recall that the former Grand Inquisitor, Pope Paul IV 
(known as the ―Carafa Pope‖) issued an order for the segregation of all Jews in ghettos five years 
later.
37
 A year earlier, in 1554, his predecessor Julius III issued a papal bull to the effect that all 
Jewish texts, in particular the Talmud, should be burned. The practice had already begun with a 
bonfire of books in Campo dei Fuori the year before, the same square where Giordano Bruno 
(another magician!) was burnt at the stake on a charge of heresy many years later. In Venice alone, 
thousands of books were thrown into the flames in Saint Mark‘s Square.38 Thus, to support a 
Hebrew school and publishing house in the face of such pressure must have been of some concern 
to the Duke, knowing of the Pope‘s edict condemning such practices.  
It may be that Vespasiano had been influenced by the long tradition of tolerance shown towards 
the Jews in his native town of Naples, and in Mantua. He would have been aware of Frederick II‘s 
interest in Jewish learning, and his establishment of a university in Naples in 1224. Frederick was 
said to have invited many of the leading scholars of the day, Jews among them, some of whom 
lectured in Hebrew. Among the sages Frederick gathered around him and befriended were Anotoli 
and Moses ibn Tibbon. Anotoli (1194–1256) was a follower of Maimonides, the renowned rabbi, 
humanist, and doctor of medicine, as well as author of Guide to the Perplexed.  
Maimonides translated a number of books of logic and astronomy into Hebrew, and was known 
for his advanced proofs for the existence of God. For Jewish scholars, the principal contemporary 
subjects of intellectual debate concerned the unity and non-corporeality of God, the nature of the 
universe and its creation and composition, the nature of the soul and its faculties, and the 
reconciliation of scriptural truth with the then new forms of understanding of the world based upon 
scientific observation and experiment. One of his books was published in Sabbioneta. 
Vespasiano must surely have come in contact with most of these ideas while studying in Naples, 
or among aunt Giulia‘s wide circle of friends. He may even have identified with a man like 
Maimonides, who was himself a gem merchant as well as scholar. In a way, the idea of becoming a 
soldier-scholar was no different to that of being a merchant-scholar. One cannot help but feel that 
                                                 
37 In 1555, Paul issued a papal law by which the Roman ghetto was created. Jews were then forced to live in seclusion in a specified 
area of Sant‘Angelo, and locked in at night. Moreover, he decreed that Jews should wear distinctive signs—yellow hats for men and 
veils or shawls for women. Jewish ghettos existed in Europe for the next 315 years.  
38 Amnon Raz-Karakotzkin, The Censor, the Editor and the Text. (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania University Press, 2007). 
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Vespasiano wanted to maintain his Hebrew school and publishing house so that Sabbioneta might 
one day be viewed as a centre of learning to rival cities such as Padua and Cremona. Some 24 
books were published in the first eight years of its inception alone, in spite of the Pope‘s edict.39 
Even today, the street where the printing house was located is still known as Via della Stamperia. 
Many of the books published there were written by prominent Jewish writers from Spain—men 
such as Isaac Arama, Isaac Abarbanel, and Maimonides himself. It may be that Vespasiano brought 
their books back with him from Spain, given his bibliophilic proclivities.  
What becomes clear is the Duke‘s interest in Jewish thought, in the Talmud, and possibly even 
the Kabbalah. The Recanati Torah commentary, and the Torah commentary of Nachmanides, both 
highly Kabbalistic texts, were published by his press, to name just two. Moreover, the idea of a 
Christian Kabbalah had already been discussed by Mirandola in his Conclusions, which later 
contributed to Johannes Reuchlin‘s book De Arte Kabbalistica as early as 1517.40 It is reasonable to 
assume that Vespasiano would have been aware of this esoteric stream of thought emanating from 
Spain and northern Europe, even if it did not influence his work directly. He would have also been 
aware of Rome‘s disapproval of the infiltration of any ―magical‖ texts in its realm. 
It is easy to picture Vespasiano convalescing in the rocca or in one of his earlier residences in 
Sabbioneta on one of his occasional visits, with his friend Domenico Giunti at his bedside, 
discussing ideas. Outside, the city walls were already beginning to take shape. Giunti, who had 
worked for Ferrante Gonzaga in Milan as the city architect, also drew inspiration from the work he 
had done at nearby Guastalla, which was part of  Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s inheritance. He improved 
the layout of the city, familiar as he was with the advantages of the conventional hexagonal system 
of defence already in use in other places. He wanted Sabbioneta to be a citadel with strong 
fortifications and a Rocca, surrounded by a modified gridiron layout with two imposing gates, the 
Imperial and Vittoria, in the middle of opposing curtains.  
At its centre was to be a Ducal Palace on the main square, itself lined with arcaded facades and 
flanked by the nearby Church of the Assunta. Unfolding like the duct of a snail shell, the expansion 
needed to start with the existing rocca, then proceed through a sequence of streets and buildings 
that denoted princely authority. Vespasiano and Giunti carefully planned what needed to be done 
during those months of his convalescence, setting in motion the realization of a city that would one 
day render an unfolding and overlapping of functional centres of activity. In addition, Vespasiano 
allocated a specific place for the administration of justice in the Palazzo della Ragione.  
                                                 
39 A complete list of over 50 books published by Sabbioneta‘s press are listed in the appendix of Affo‘s book, Vita di Vespasiano 
Gonzaga. 
40 Ernst Benz, Christian Kabbalah. (St Paul MN: Grailstone Press, 2004). Mirandola wrote: ―No science proves the divinity of Christ 
as the Kabbala and Magia.‖ Johann Reuchlin (1455–1522) was a German humanist and a scholar of Greek and Hebrew. For much of 
his life, he was the real centre of all Greek and Hebrew teaching in Germany. He was also deeply interested in the Kabbalah. 
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His city was beginning to take shape. Sabbioneta was to be a chessboard upon which he could 
arrange his pieces in the interest of achieving victory over urban disorder and the usual 
agglomeration of medieval townships, which, as one commentator remarked, were often seen as 
―fallen‖ or unnatural.41 Vespasiano wanted to construct a city that set in motion the concept of 
efficiency and the spatial distribution of planned activities. It is no accident that he saw his role as 
that of bringing together divine and temporal authority. He even required his title, DEI GRATIA 
DUX, to be endlessly repeated in stone, on coats-of-arms and above gates, in a bid to affirm the link 
between himself (DUX meaning ―leader‖ and ―duke‖) and God.42 
There is no reason not to assume that Vespasiano did not closely consult the Ten Books on 
Architecture by Vitruvius at this stage of his life. He would have been aware of Filarete‘s ideal city 
of Sforzinda, a theoretic city design that emphasized the didactic purpose of such a city. In a 
statement of intent that he made at the time of the launch of his Academy within the city walls, the 
Duke wrote: 
And bearing in mind that there are two routes by which men can achieve usefulness and nobility, 
either by arms or by letters, by which state and dominions … foster them and establish them.43 
His illness had been more than productive. It had allowed him time to contemplate the 
establishment of his city without too many diversions, and to adjust to life as a married man. We do 
not know what Diana was doing during this time, but presumably she must have directed her 
energies to similar tasks in order not to think about the pain and sadness of her miscarriage. During 
the years following, when Vespasiano was absent on campaigns, Diana became an able and 
enthusiastic administrator for her husband. Nonetheless, they were probably like any young couple 
setting out in life. Figuratively speaking at least, they were building their first home.  
Now in his twentieth year, already Vespasiano Gonzaga had witnessed a great deal in his life. A 
period spent in Spain and Flanders in the company of its future king Philip II had given him the 
opportunity to develop a broader vision of the world, as well as deepen their friendship. The two 
went hand in hand, in that it was through Philip that the Duke obtained a permanent commission as 
captain in King Charles‘s army. With the income he received from the king‘s purse, combined with 
that of Diana‘s dowry and rents from his own considerable estates, his future wealth was assured.  
Vespasiano had done extremely well for himself, and his aunt Giulia was pleased with his 
progress. She had raised him to be a duke of his own tiny realm. By education and patronage, he 
was now equipped to make his mark upon the world. Moreover, as a freethinker and humanist 
                                                 
41 Colin Rowe, The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and other Essays. (Cambridge, Mass: The MIT Press, 1982).  Cf. ―The Medieval 
city can thus be seen as a counterpart to Babylon, almost the illustration of the workings of original sin.‖  
42 James Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. (London: Bibliotheque McLean, 2009). 
43 Ireneo Affo, Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. (Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780). 
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devoted to many of the ideas of Alberti and others, he had transformed himself into a man of action 
whose future military exploits would open up a pathway towards realizing in himself a more 
contemplative demeanour in the city of his dreams.  
Sabbioneta was to become the embodiment of a triumphal arch no less, celebrating as much his 
foreign victories as his desire to be considered a true uomo universale. Is it any wonder then that his 
earlier disappointments in life became but chaff in the breeze? One gains the impression, even at 
this early stage in his development, that Vespasiano wanted to conquer the world by learning how 
to conquer himself. The act of will was to be his modus vivendi, even if one day it might lead to the 
destruction of all that he stood for. 
  
4 
MYTH OF METALS 
 
 
 
Entering Sabbioneta through the archway of the Imperial Gate is to pass from one state into 
another. There is something palpable about such a transition. One moment I am on a busy road 
leading to Mantua, complete with its roadside cafés and truck layovers; the next, I find oneself 
standing at the junction of Via Colonna and gazing at a solemn avenue of buildings. The tourist 
map in my hand suggests that I have plunged into a six-pointed star fortification, with each bastion 
steeped in a moat long since drained of water. The brick walls of the hexagonal defence system that 
surround the town are smooth and contained. Beyond, open fields of grain give a sense of flatness 
and calm. Sabbioneta reminds me of a caravel beached on a sandbar after a storm, its sails now a 
patchwork of roofs, church towers, and loggias clawing at the morning light. Yet this is Vespasiano 
Gonzaga‘s hometown, his ideal city, the place where he attempted to build a sanctuary for himself. 
My first impression, as I turn right and then left, is that I have entered a maze. This is not so 
strange, given that the labyrinth was a favourite Gonzaga emblem. I only need to recall the 
labyrinth on the ceiling of Palazzo di San Sebastiano in Mantua, with its motto forse che si, forse 
che no [―maybe yes, maybe no‖], suggesting as it does a fascination with indecision and blind 
alleys, but above all adaptability. So far, the city is not all that it seems. Vespasiano identified 
closely with the Greek hero Daedalus, and so with the Minotaur‘s labyrinth, as is witnessed in the 
numerous frescoes in his Garden Palace. It may be that he wanted to associate himself with this 
legendary architect, and so invoke some sort of primeval trap among Sabbioneta‘s maze of streets.  
To be lost in his city was to be set adrift on the mysterious dancing ground of Ariadne, with her 
knowledge of the primordial centre. She, after all, was a kind of sibyl. Had he been aware of the 
symbolism of Ariadne‘s dance and its link to the course of the sun in the sky? Did he see himself as 
another Theseus, a solar hero? Already his city had begun to take on the semblance of myth, and at 
its heart may well have lain the presence of the Dying God. 
Walking up Via Vespasiano Gonzaga towards Piazza del Castello, I kept thinking of Vincenzo 
Scamozzi‘s (1552–1616) elaborate plan of the ideal city. He had seen it as a series of 
interconnecting streets, ring roads and canals that indicated an organic subterfuge not unlike that of 
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living cells. Vespasiano‘s last architect and urban planner liked to see his cities as symbolic 
representations: ―An architect must pay particular attention when he is designing buildings of a 
noble aspect, in order to place every one of them in right relation to the next. Order, comportment, 
and aspect serve to re-enforce grandiloquence ….‖ This is the language of the Supreme Architect 
designing the world. Nor was Scamozzi alone in his opinions; Andrea Palladio (1508–80), his 
mentor, was as equally insistent about the sacred origin of the city: ―Although variety and things 
new may please everyone, yet they ought not to be done contrary to the precepts of art, and contrary 
to what reason dictates; whence one sees, that although the Ancients did vary, yet they never 
departed from some universal and necessary rule of art.‖ With these axioms in mind, I watched 
Sabbioneta unfold before my gaze.  
In Piazza del Castello I sat down on a park bench. At my back stood the monumental Galleria 
Grande, some hundred yards long. To my left rose the Palazzo Giardino or Garden Palace, a 
pleasing Renaissance structure that was home to an array of frescoes depicting classical scenes. 
Across the road stood an elementary school on the ruins of the rocca, or citadel, that had constituted 
the original stronghold amid the campo apud Sabloneta. It had once belonged to the Venetians. 
Doge Francesco Foscari relinquished their rights to the stronghold and the surrounding countryside 
in a document signed on July 4, 1427 to Gianfrancesco Gonzaga (1395–1444) in recognition of his 
services to the Republic.  
Its origins, however, went further back. There is record of two soldiers named Serapion and 
Polieno guarding the territory in the name of Emperor Diocletian in the fourth century AD. It may 
well have been an ancient Etruscan encampment before that, thought it is not certain. One of the 
earliest archival references that we have details the episcopal investiture of the church of Sta 
Mariae de Sabloneta on August 4, 1287. It seems that the cult of Mary remained strong at 
Sabbioneta, and the Assunta church continued to appear on the seal of the town three centuries 
later. The rocca, surrounded by a small hamlet and a nearby monastery, was mainly used during the 
hunting season. Ludovico Gonzaga, Vespasiano‘s grandfather, wrote a number of letters found 
among his papers to neighbouring nobles requesting the return of straying falcons. One could 
imagine a party of nobles sitting at table in the courtyard of the rocca, dining on pheasant and rabbit 
after a day‘s hunting on the plain. 
The rocca has a long and venerable history. Once a part of the Abbey of Leno in the eighth 
century, a venerable Lombard institution, it eventually passed into the hands of Giampietro Persico, 
who took upon himself the title of the count of Sabbioneta in 1021. It was he who restored the 
fortified hunting lodge and built new walls. A succession of owners went on to receive the rocca as 
part of their inheritance; they in turn embroiled the tiny fortress in the interminable conflicts 
between Ghibelline and Guelf. Sabbioneta finally fell into the hands of Ludovico Gonzaga after he 
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and his brother, Pirro, agreed to separate their patrimony into two regions: Sabbioneta and 
Gazzuolo. In due time, Ludovico ceded the town to his son, Luigi ―Rodomonte‖ Gonzaga, along 
with its title. In this way, Vespasiano inherited the principality on the death of his father. 
Vespasiano had begun work on the fortifications as early as 1554, before he commenced work 
on the walls. Moreover, he had later returned to Sabbioneta to live permanently after his marriage to 
Diana of Cardona in 1549. There, he hoped to appoint Domenico Giunti as his first architect, the 
same architect who had designed the nearby town of Guastalla five years earlier, but the man 
declined due to other work. Nonetheless, one assumes that the young count met and talked with a 
number of other architects on many occasions while wandering about the hamlet, dreaming of his 
ideal city, men such as Giovan Bottaccio and Gerolamo Catanio.  
It is not hard to see Giunti‘s imprint on Sabbioneta, however, given that Guastalla‘s schematic 
plan is reminiscent of a five-pointed star that he designed. The mystical symbolism of the Pentangle 
was already busy doing its work. The image of Vitruvian man superimposed on a five-pointed star 
made famous by Leonardo da Vinci‘s drawing had become the image of Cosmic Man, the measure 
of all things. This was the stuff of dreams—to imagine man as cosmos as city. Geomancy, it 
seemed, was everything. 
The ideal city as a concept goes as far back as Uranopolis, the so-called City of Heaven, founded 
by Antipater, one of Alexander‘s generals, in the fourth century BC, on present-day Mount Athos in 
Greece. It was further elaborated upon in a sixth century mosaic map in the church of Madaba in 
Jordan, where the Heavenly City of Jerusalem was counter-balanced against the ―sinful‖ city 
outside its walls. The idea gained greater credence during the medieval period in the form of the 
Celestial City of Jerusalem as depicted in the twelfth century plan known as the Passionale.
44
 
During the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, a number of architectural theorists such as Filarete, 
Leonardo da Vinci, Pietro Cataneo and Vicenzo Scamozzi (who later published his ideas in L‘Idea 
della architettura universale after he had executed plans for the ideal city of Palmanova, built near 
Venice around 1593) together designed regular layouts of formal perfection in order to reinforce 
their view of the viability of such cities for the future.  
Such was the political uncertainty of the time that men felt it their duty to devise a better way of 
living now that populations were on the rise throughout Europe. The ideal city was seen as a 
bulwark against the social disruption and general corruption of the age. The religious reformer and 
visionary Tomasso Campanella (1568–1639) put it more succinctly, while residing in Saint Elmo 
prison in Naples on a charge of sedition, when he said: ―Indeed eclipses, inundations, venereal 
diseases, the discovery of America, death, pestilences, past heresies … the lack of faith … all augur 
                                                 
44 Helen Rosenau, The Ideal City, its Architecture and Evolution. (London: Harper and Row, 1972). 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
46 
changes in human affairs.‖45 The fact that he attributed the malaise of his time to discovery, natural 
disasters, heresy and venereal disease suggests almost everything possible was at fault, and that no 
easy solution to the ills of the age were close at hand. The fact that he placed syphilis in this 
pantheon of disorder is no accident, either.  
Campanella was not the only thinker to have elaborated on the ideal city as a concept. As early 
as the tenth century in Persia, Abu Nasr al-Farabi had explored the ideal city [al-Madinah al-
fadilah] and City Government [al-Syasah al-madaniyyah] in two of his books, both of which betray 
a strong Neo-Platonic influence. In these and other works, al-Farabi was mainly concerned with an 
ideal government and the manner of attaining it. To him, this could only be possible when the soul 
achieves such perfection that it no longer needs matter for its subsistence. It then obtains ultimate 
happiness, which is the aim of the ideal city. Within this conception, al-Farabi views the state as 
resting on the strict cooperation of its members, all of whom have defined functions and roles not 
unlike those characterized by the organs and limbs of the human body (viz. da Vinci‘s Vitruvian 
Man and other memorable depictions).
46
 There was a metaphysical context to the ideal city as a 
concept, heavily influenced as it was by Platonic thinking, even if this was not often articulated by 
later commentators. 
The idea of the Città ideale, at least in Italy, found its origin in architecture before it was realized 
in literary expression. Thomas More‘s book Utopia did not appear until 1516, whereas Filarete‘s 
Sforzinda, the paradigmatic city, was already on the drawing board by 1460. Francesco di Giorgio 
(1439–1502), himself an architect and former resident of Urbino (did he view Piero‘s painting, or 
indeed know of it?), explored the concept of the ideal city in his monumental work Trattato di 
architettura as early as 1482. Along with Scamozzi‘s design for Palmanova, they were all 
conceived as essentially circular cities bolstered by star-shaped fortifications (―la città-macchina di 
difesa,‖ as Machiavelli suggests). The circle was seen as ―natural,‖ none other than the ―shape of 
the universe‖ according to Alberti, following Plato‘s argument.47 In contrast, the medieval city was 
seen as ―fallen.‖ For architects of the period, the idea of the circular city became a symbol of a 
regenerated humanity, a restoration of the injuries of the time.
48
 
The belief in utopia can be seen to have infiltrated a pre-existing reality, not the other way 
around. Circularism and utopianism were now conjoined. Both offered a way of shattering, partially 
or wholly, the order of things prevailing at the time.
49
 The architectural theorist Karl Mannheim 
also went on to say that utopias were designed to transcend reality by concentrating power at their 
                                                 
45 Tommaso Campanella. The City of the Sun. (Oakland: University of California Press  1981). 
46 Anwar G. Cheyne, Muslim Spain. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1974). 
47 Cf. Leon Battista Alberti, Ten Books on Architecture, trans. Joseph Rykwert, Robert Tavernor and Neil Leach. (Cambridge, Mass.: 
MIT Press, 1988). ―It is manifest that nature delights principally in round figures, since we find that most things which are generated, 
made or directed are round.‖  Cf. Plato, Timaeus. 33b. Collected Dialogues of Plato (New Jersey: Duketon University Press, 1974). 
48 Colin Rowe, The Mathematics of the Ideal Villa and other Essays. (Cambridge Mass. And London: The MIT Press, 1990). 
49 Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1936). 
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centres. The ideal city, conceived initially as circular, was one way of breaking away from the crude 
naturalism of the old city design. Utopia, as such, became a work of art rather than merely 
―imitating‖ life. Nonetheless, what was not recognized by those early theorists of the age were the 
consequences of planning such a hermetically sealed environment.  
     The desire for order as suggested by Campanella became paramount in devising a new 
dispensation that might indeed exclude ―disease, pestilence, death and heresy,‖ as he had suggested. 
No one conceived of the risk that such an ordered civic space might lead to the suppression of 
diversity, promote intolerance, encourage stasis and ultimately provoke violence, as Karl Popper 
was later to suggest.
50
 The idea of utopia represented optimism, and therefore an end condition, 
which in no way took into consideration the reality of living as a society. These cities were an 
attempt to turn the state into a work of art.
51
  
    It is time to digress once more into a world of ideal proportion, as it may shed further light on 
Sabbioneta as a Città ideale. After a millennium of obscurity, Vitruvius‘s Ten Books of Architecture 
finally resurfaced during the Renaissance.
52
 Here was the key to the geomantic positioning of 
temples and cities, the education of the architect, the placement of houses and the utilization of 
materials and forms. Vitruvian architecture depended upon a number of time-honoured values that 
included order, arrangement, eurythmy, symmetry, propriety and economy. Order, he said, gave due 
measure to a work considered separately, and symmetrical agreement to the proportions of a whole 
building. Arrangement involved the placement of things in their proper order, its forms of 
expression being those of ground plan, elevation and perspective. While eurythmy, he argued, was 
considered to be a beauty and fitness in the arrangement of all the members. When perfect 
commodulations (i.e. the linking of the architectural elements with the whole by means of a system 
of proportion) is achieved, eurythmy is thereby attained.
53
 
Eurythmia is an ancient Greek term whose meaning was elaborated by the philosopher Plotinus. 
It can be recognized in movements that lack constraint, deference or affability, as well as relaxation. 
It can be seen in such fundamental movements of living nature as in the beating of wings or the 
waves of the sea. It is clear that Alberti and his contemporaries were drawing upon ancient 
metaphysical concepts to authenticate their work in architecture and town planning. ―Observe,‖ 
Leonardo da Vinci said: ―the meanderings of each thing. If, in other words, you want to know a 
thing well and depict it well, observe the type of grace that is peculiar to it.‖54 This accords with 
                                                 
50 Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies. (London: Routledge Kegan and Paul, 1935). 
51 Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy. (London: Phaidon Press, 1944). 
52 Marcus Vitruvius (80–70 BC–15 BC). According to Petri Liukkonen, this text "influenced deeply from the Early Renaissance 
onwards artists, thinkers, and architects,‖ among them Leon Battista Alberti (1404–72), Leonardo da Vinci (1452–1519), and 
Michelangelo (1475–1564). The next major book on architecture, Alberti‘s reformulation of Ten Books …, was not written until 
1452.  
53 Vitruvius, The Ten Books on Architecture. (New York: Dover Books, 1960). 
54 Pamela Taylor. The Notebooks of Leonardo da Vinci. (New York: Mentor Classic, 1960). 
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Plotinus‘s belief that eurythmia is that ―grace which shimmers on the surface of beauty.‖55 For 
Plotinus, life is an act of grace, a concept with which Renaissance thinkers and architects would 
have entirely concurred. One only has to read da Vinci‘s remark, ―beauty is nothing but fixated 
grace,‖ to know that his generation were grappling with age-old metaphysical questions central to 
the realization of eurythmia. 
Vitruvius went on to explain that symmetry was the proper arrangement between the parts of the 
work itself and the relation between the different elements within the entire general scheme, in 
accordance with a certain part set as the standard. This is where the human body entered his 
thinking. He saw it as a symmetrical harmony existing between the forearm, foot, palm and finger, 
as well as other members of the body. These he compared with the parts of a building, thus 
continuing the ancient tradition of the sacred edifice seen in terms of the body of man as an 
example of the microcosm.
56
  
Propriety Vitruvius defined as the perfection of style that comes when a work is constructed with 
authority in accordance with canonical principles. Propriety arises from the word ―prescription,‖ the 
accepted method for the construction of temples for the gods. In addition, the use of propriety was 
seen as the appropriate orientation of buildings so that light could be utilized for the benefit of all. 
This may account for the open nature of Sabbioneta and its delight in airy spaces. Vespasiano, in 
keeping with the tenets of Vitruvius, wanted to establish his city as a harmony between man and the 
world, with each building as a reflection of the human body.  
The great teacher of his youth had managed to impart to him the knowledge on how to construct 
Sabbioneta as a bridge, a pontifex, leading back to the Forma Urbis Romae of the Roman period, 
which included the use of the Roman measurement known as a braccia.
57
 His city was to come 
under the aegis of Tyche, the goddess of Fortune and the Greek symbol of the polis, herself 
crowned by a circlet of walls and peacefully seated with a sheaf of corn in hand. She, a telling 
symbol of womanhood and a protective and bountiful force, neatly aligned herself with the long 
tradition of Assunta, the cult of Mary, associated with Sabbioneta. Her image may be seen on one 
of the walls in the Teatro Olimpico.  
But there were some differences. The Vitruvian city was planned on the octagonal form, and was 
designed according to the ―winds.‖ Vitruvius took the concept of the eight ―winds‖ seriously, 
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 Plotinus. The Enneads, VI,7,22,22-24. (London: Faber & Faber, 1969). 
56 John Dee (1527-1605), a noted admirer of Vitruvius remarked, when referring to man as a ‗Microcosmus or Lesse World‘, the 
noble position of man in the universe, the being for whom all else was made, who ‗participates with spirits and angels‘ and is made 
‗in the image and similitude of God‘, The link between God and architecture was popular in Renaissance European thought. 
Furthermore, it is likely that Vespasiano met Dee in Prague years later, when he attended the investiture of Rudolf II on behalf of 
King Philip of Spain. 
57 A braccia was a unit of measurement roughly equivalent to that of an arm‘s length, or 0.493 metres. It was much favoured by 
humanist architects of the sixteenth century, as it contributed to the construction of such measurements as armonica di quinta (5:3). 
For further information on the city‘s unique alignments and proportional values, see Jan Pieper‘s essay, ―Sabbioneta La genesei 
geometrica dell Città ideale,‖ (Nonsolosabbioneta Seconda).  
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
49 
though he may well have done so to conceal a more esoteric doctrine of geometry. Traditionally, 
the eight directions of a compass were each named after a ―wind,‖ which in turn echoed the 
legendary Tower of the Winds. This system was still in use in Italy as late as the seventeenth 
century on surveying instruments. A circumferentor made in Modena in 1686, not far from 
Sabbioneta, and now in London‘s Science Museum, has a brass dial on which are engraved the 
names of 32 ―winds,‖ a development of those used by Vitruvius. 
In order to divide the circle to determine the direction of the eight winds, Vitruvius used a 
classical method of geometry. Like the Hindu Manasara Shilpa Shastra, the original omphalos, 
from which the entire geometry of the city is derived, was marked by a gnomon. The octagonal 
Tower of the Winds (Horologium of Andronikos Kyrrhestes), one of the oldest Classical buildings 
in present-day Greece, itself marked the central point of Athens. In this respect, Vitruvius gave 
precise instructions for its placement: 
At about the fifth hour of the morning, take the end of the shadow by the gnomon, and mark it with a 
point. Then, opening your compass to the point that marks the length of the gnomon‘s shadow, 
describe a circle from the centre. In the afternoon watch the shadow of the gnomon as it lengthens, 
and when it again touches the circumference of the circle, and the shadow is equal in length to that of 
the morning, mark it with a point. From these two points describe with your compasses intersecting 
arcs, and through their intersection and the centre, let a line be drawn to the circumference of the 
circle as a diameter to give the quarters of the north and south. Then, using a sixteenth part of the 
entire circumference of the circumference of the circle as a diameter, describe a circle … from the 
four points thus described draw lines intersecting the centre from one side of the circumference to the 
other. Thus we shall have an eighth part of the circumference for Auster and another for Septentrio. 
The rest of the entire circumference is then to be divided into three equal parts on each side, and thus 
we have designed a figure equally proportioned among the eight winds.
58
 
Such geometrical considerations, it seems, were directly related to the astronomical conditions 
on the day chosen for the foundation of a city. Selected in accordance with auspicious astrological 
aspects, the layout was related directly to them, thus reproducing the ancient maxim of the 
philosophers: ―as above, so below.‖ Like Plato‘s Republic, a Vitruvian city was more a cosmic ideal 
than a concrete reality on this earth. The use of sacred geometry in such a way enabled an architect 
like Vitruvius to create a functioning instrument of the esoteric form‘s many attributes on the 
psychic and spiritual levels, so that they could be utilized to the utmost.  
The exigencies of construction ensured that in most cases the final result fell short of such an 
ideal, but occasionally, when every factor was present, a masterpiece resulted. Such masterpieces 
were to be the models for men like Palladio, Scamozzi and Giunti. Nor should we forget 
Vespasiano Gonzaga himself.
59
 We know, for example, that he positioned his palace on a rough 
east-west alignment so that the morning sun would shine directly through a window into the 
Galleria of the Ancients, his study facing onto the piazza below, on the sixteenth of December each 
                                                 
58 Vitruvius, Ten Books on Architecture. (New York: Dover Books, 1960). 
59 Nigel Pennick, Sacred Geometry. (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). 
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year, the exact date of his own birth. In this way he was surrounded not only by bass reliefs of all 
his ancestors on the surrounding walls, but also by the memory of his birth.
60
 The palace became a 
geomantic memorial to himself. 
Both Alberti and Palladio had seriously considered the theory of urban development in their 
respective works. Alberti maintained that ―the city is as it were but a great house, and, on the 
contrary, the country house is a little city‖ (a microcosm). He maintained this relationship more 
fully when he wrote: ―If (as the philosophers argue) the city is like some large house, and the house 
in turn is a small city, cannot the various parts of the house—atria, xysti [open colonnaded spaces 
for promenading], dining rooms, porticos, and so on—be considered miniature buildings?‖61 
Palladio reasoned that the primitive house evolved, as society matured, into public buildings ―of 
several houses, public places and buildings.‖ The inward-looking house owed much to the 
formulation of the House of the Ancients, becoming in the process an enclosed space that 
prefigured urban space as a reflection of man‘s developing consciousness. The city, and in 
particular the ideal city of the Renaissance, was a conscious outgrowth from Plato‘s theory of 
harmonics as espoused in the Timaeus. At least from Vitruvius‘s point of view, it followed that 
architecture was the ―queen of all the arts,‖ so implying the need of an encyclopaedic knowledge: 
An Architect ought to understand languages, to be skillful of Painting, well instructed in Geometrie, 
not ignorant of Perspective, furnished with Arithmetike, have knowledge of many histories, and 
diligently have heard the Philosophers, have skill of Musike, not ignorant of Physike, know the 
answers of Lawyers, and have Astronomie, and the courses of Celestiall, in good knowledge. He 
giveth reason, orderly, wherefore all these Arts, Doctrines, and Instructions, are requisite in an 
excellent Architect.
62
 
The use of musically driven harmonies in architecture was seen as expressive of the Divine 
Harmony engendered at the time of creation by God. Boethius had discussed the idea in such works 
as De Musica. Known as the Harmony of the Spheres, it was seen as the mystical impulse of the 
universe, an idea popular among Medieval and Renaissance thinkers such as Marsilio Ficino. 
Through this expressiveness of the Divine Harmony, the dual symbols of the temple and the body 
of Man as Microcosm became the embodiment of the totality of creation, and were effectively 
integrated. Pomponius Gauricus, in his De Sculptura published in 1503, asked this question: ―What 
geometrician, what musician must he have been who has formed man like that?‖ In making such a 
remark, he confirmed the link between ideal man and the city as his ideal enclosure. Only God 
could proportion a man to such perfection; accordingly, the city must embody these perfect 
relationships.  
                                                 
60 Ibid.  
       — Pieper, ―Sabbioneta La genesei geometrica dell Città ideale‖. 
61
 Robert Tavernor, On Alberti and the Art of Building. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1998). 
62 Vitruvius, The Ten Books on Architecture. (New York: Dover Books, 1960). 
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  It is easy to see how Alberti, Palladio, and Scamozzi were driven to recognize the link between 
visual and audible proportions. By default, it seemed that the city had become an expression of 
Universal Harmony. We know, for example, that both Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo came 
to the use of harmonic proportion through their study of music.
63
 Brunelleschi avidly studied the 
music of the ancients. And Alberti, during the construction of the church of San Francesco at 
Rimini, was not afraid to warn the architect Matteo di Pasti that in altering the proportions of the 
pilasters ―all the musical relations are destroyed.‖64 
Alberti wrote on the relationship between musical theory and the ―ideal‖ ratios for architecture. 
His argument for the appropriateness of musical theory to architecture was that: ―The very same 
numbers that cause sounds to have their concinnitas [i.e. a certain harmony] pleasing to the ears, 
can also fill the eyes and mind with wondrous delight.‖ He even went so far as to say: 
…the musical numbers are 1,2,3, and 4; there is also tonus where the longer strings is one eighth more 
than the lesser. Architects employ all these numbers in the most convenient manner possible: they use 
them in pairs, as in laying out a forum, piazza, or open space, where only two dimensions are 
considered, width and length; and they use them also in threes, such as a public sitting room, senate 
house, hall, and so on, when width relates to length, and they want the height to relate harmoniously 
in both.
65
 
With Alberti‘s notion of concinnitas, number, measure, and proportion, the means by which 
architectural space is made to conform to natural principles was finally realized. The secrets of 
nature had been explored in the ―natural‖ architecture of antiquity, and Christian commentators had 
long been fascinated by Biblical prototypes, for example Noah‘s Ark and Solomon‘s Temple. These 
exhibited certain natural numerical and proportional combinations, as well as anthropomorphic 
parallels (such as the relationship of the Ark to the human body described by Alberti, following his 
reading of St Augustine!).
66
   
Thus Palladio, a keen student of Alberti, and also a teacher of Scamozzi, could argue that 
buildings (and therefore cities) ―should appear as an entire and well finished body.‖ He further went 
on to suppose that ―our blessed Lord had designed the parts of our body, so that the most beautiful 
should be in places which are exposed to sight, and the less decent in hidden places,‖ so there 
should be noble spaces, and concealed areas of utility within buildings and cities.
67
  
Renaissance theories of art also flowed into architecture and town planning, as already indicated 
in Piero della Francesca‘s paintings. There the artist was directed to imitate the individual in a way 
                                                 
63 The Portable Renaissance Reader. Edit James Ross and Mary Martin McLaughlin. (London: Penguin Books, 1981). 
64 Music was often seen as the embodiment of a Temple of Music, which Robert Fludd (1574–1637) explained was: ―… to be built 
on the summit of Mt Parnassus, the seat of the Muses, adorned in every part with eternally green and flowering groves and fields, 
sweetly watered by chrystal fountains whose murmur induces to gentle repose, frequented by birds pouring forth in song the sound of 
diverse symphonies.‖ He also drew this image.  
65 Leon Battista Alberti, De re aedificatoria. On the art of building in ten books. Transl. by Joseph Rykwert, Robert Tavernor and 
Neil Leach. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1988.) 
66 St Augustine wrote in Book XV of City of God: ―And the ark being all of square wood signifies the unmoved constancy of the 
saints; for cast a cube or square body which way you will, it will ever stand firm.‖ (London: Penguin Books, 1972). 
67 John Tavernor, Palladio and Palladianism. (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991). 
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that evoked what Alberti called istoria. At each step in the composition, the artist saw the beauty of 
the picture and its fidelity to nature emerge as an apt relation among component parts. The rule of 
composition demanded that everything be made to ―correspond‖—each element to each and to the 
whole. The entire istoria of the picture (and by implication the city) is for those portrayed or living 
in it to ―fill it out or point it up.‖68  
Istoria, from Alberti‘s point of view, was about regulating the rules of perspective and the 
members of the body along aesthetico-mimetic lines. They were to correspond to ―one Beauty‖ in 
size, function, and colour.
69
 His quest for ―agreement among the parts‖ was an expression of the 
general trend toward individuality that marked the age. It is no wonder that Giunti and Scamozzi 
sought to emulate their teachers in the realization of Vespasiano‘s ideal city. It was to be a perfect 
composition of buildings in the tradition of Alberti‘s ―composition of members.‖ 
To gaze across the Piazza del Castello towards the school was thus to encounter Sabbioneta‘s 
musical ―navel‖ and its omphalos. At its centre stood the column of Pallas Athena (Minerva), 
guardian of the city, the goddess born from the head of Zeus. This is important—Vespasiano 
obviously wished to identify his city with a goddess whose epithet was that of metis, ―cunning 
intelligence,‖ that glorious headache of a god. In war she embodied rational force, vis temperate, in 
contrast to the mindless violence of Ares. As a soldier and military tactician, Vespasiano would 
have favoured such a quality above all others. Moreover, her presence at the centre of his city 
echoed her presence on the Acropolis in Athens. 
A lifetime of campaigns in Spain, North Africa, and Italy would have taught him the value of 
attention to detail and temperance in his bid for victory. The statue of Athene at its centre was to be 
the gnomon upon which his city was centred. From her, calm repose radiated throughout every 
street, and every building drew its sustenance from it in terms of classical reference. It is no 
accident that he made recourse to her nature to found his polis. In many ways, her masculine mind 
echoed that of Vespasiano‘s beloved aunt Giulia, the paradoxical priestess of Fondi. She resided in 
his city after all, an absent yet city-protecting virgin goddess whose wisdom and advice he was 
never afraid to seek out. 
One becomes aware of Sabbioneta as the embodiment of the Duke‘s many years of study, and 
his experience as a soldier in the field. A prolonged imperial campaign against the recalcitrant 
Carafa Pope Paul IV and his French allies took him on a siege-tour of the major papal fortresses 
during the years 1554–7.70 After successful sieges at Volpiano, Tivoli, Agnani—where the threat of 
                                                 
68 Leone Battista Alberti. De re aedificatoria. On the art of building in ten books. Transl. by Joseph Rykwert, Robert Tavernor and 
Neil Leach. (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1988). 
69 Joan Gadol, Leon Battista Alberti, Universal Man of the Early Renaissance. (Chicago : The University of Chicago Press, 1969). 
70 An austere, uncompromising reformist, Paul (1476–1559) attempted to drive the Spaniards from Naples by allying himself with 
France in 1555. Thus, he provoked war with Emperor Charles and his son, King Philip II of Spain, Vespasiano‘s close friend from 
earlier days. His handling of the Protestant question was also disastrous. One assumes that Vittoria and Giulia would have viewed the 
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an artillery bombardment alone broke resistance—and Vicovaro, the fortress of Baccio Pontelli‘s 
near Ostia proved the hardest to take. During this campaign, Vespasiano probably saw two 
outstanding architectural enterprises within papal territory: the recently founded city of Castro, and 
the formidable Paolina at Perugia, both designed by Antonio da Sangallo the Younger.  
From besieging and sacking fortresses, he eventually turned to their construction during his 
terms as viceroy of Navarre and Valencia in Spain (Cartagena and Pamplona in 1571; Feunterrabia 
and San Sebastian in 1572). He was also responsible for the construction of the castle of San Croce 
on the coast of North Africa in 1573–4 at Mers el-Kebir. Through his insatiable interest in 
architecture and his experience as a military engineer, Vespasiano was able to acquire an expertise 
that was often lauded by contemporaries beyond mere flattery. It was this knowledge that he 
brought to his dream of building Sabbioneta.
71
 
Furthermore, Vespasiano was probably aware of both Plato and Plotinus‘s desires to build ideal 
cities of their own. The ancient city described by Plato as his ―ideal city‖ was located southeast of 
Ephesus in Turkey, and has only recently been re-discovered. Plotinus dreamt of restoring a ruined 
town in Campania in AD 260 as a model of the Platonic republic, which he wanted to call 
Platonopolis. The project failed because of the ill will shown by some of Emperor Gallienus‘ 
councillors. Leonardo had in mind a project for an ideal city also, which he planned in accordance 
with a concept of unity. This he went on to draw in detail, with its position near a river, probably 
the Ticino, whose waters could have been the solution to many of the problems he had encountered 
in Milan after plague had struck there in 1484. He, like Plato, envisaged his city as hierarchical, 
with porticoed palazzi reserved for ―gentlemen,‖ while the lower roads were for trade and the 
transport of wares. 
 Such a plan roughly accorded with Plato‘s three classes: those who govern the state (the Rulers), 
those who assist the rulers (the Auxiliaries), and the citizens who specialized in a trade (the 
Craftsmen). In order to keep the classes from intermixing, Socrates proposed to tell the citizens that 
they were all brothers made by the gods from the same stock, which he referred to as the ―Myth of 
Metals.‖ Some of the citizens (the rulers) have gold in their veins; others (the auxiliaries) have 
silver, and the rest (the craftsmen) are made with iron and bronze. Since gold has been placed in 
their bodies, the rulers have no need of money or possessions (rulers, ideally, are philosophers, and 
therefore only work to achieve true knowledge, not possessions). Their task is to become ―master of 
oneself,‖ and so embody perfect wisdom.72 
                                                                                                                                                                  
man‘s politics with utter distaste. Under him, the Roman Inquisition was established and the ghetto in Rome built. It was he who 
enforced the perpetual wearing of the Jewish badge, a precursor to Nazi Germany‘s use of this most blighted of insignias. 
71 Kurt, W. Forster, From ‗Rocca‘ to ‗Civitas‘: Urban Planning at Sabbioneta. URBAN PLANNING at Sabbioneta. L‘Arte fasc.5 
(Milan). 
72 See Plato‘s Republic. 
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     It is time to revisit the Città ideale Painting in Urbino, which is said to have been painted in 
1470 or thereabouts, and reflects a mathematical perspective more than it does an urban landscape. 
According to Mochi Onori, the harmony of the ideal city is linked to the vision of the Franciscan 
friar Luca Pacioli (1445–1517), who worked alongside Leonardo da Vinci, and indeed fled with 
him from Milan to France.
73
 More than likely, Pacioli acquired his knowledge of mathematics from 
Piero della Francesca, who was his senior and a fellow resident of Sansepolcro, where both men 
were born.  
According to the friar, reality, given by divine creation, is governed by mathematical 
relationships and numerical proportions, with which man reproduces the space.
74
 We already know 
that these ideas had an immediate effect upon such theorists as Alberti, Scamozzi and probably 
Palladio. More than likely, Michelangelo absorbed their implications into his work, as did other 
artists of the period, men such as Perugino, Raphael, Mantegna, and Bramante, whose works 
display similar schematic traits. The statement that it made as a work of art was clearly designed to 
provoke a different view of urban planning—not just as idealized space, but also as a future real 
environment. Vespasiano would have absorbed these influences even if he never articulated them in 
his correspondence. He was enough of a student of Alberti and Vitruvius to know that the future of 
architecture relied upon working through ideas as on-the-ground demonstrations.  
The painting sets a templum or sacred precinct at centre stage. All power in the civic space is 
directed towards the centre. The building depicted is circular and double-tiered, and is clearly 
influenced by the Pantheon in Rome. The dominating effect of the temple is that of a non-Christian 
perspective, as if the painting wishes to remind us of its intent—to celebrate Roman ideals of 
architecture, and to inform us of the presiding influence of a civic spirit upon the way we should 
live. All the buildings in the painting remind us that stolidity and proportion are contiguous with 
good government. These are values that Vespasiano understood from the earliest inception of 
Sabbioneta. He wanted to make his city reflect his belief that aristocratic and not despotic 
government was from henceforth to be the norm.  
Tommaso Campanella made a serious attempt at exploring the ideas pertaining to the ideal city, 
even if he did so after the death of Vespasiano. This does not mean that these ideas were not ―in the 
air‖ during the sixteenth century, as is reflected by the work of Filarete, Alberti, di Giorgio, and 
Scamozzi, all of whom made the circular city central to their concerns. None of these observers 
attempted to describe their cities other than as planification, with the exception of Scamozzi who 
designed Palmanova.  
                                                 
73 Massimiliano Russano, The Epoch Times, June 20–26, 2012. Arts 23. 
74 Ms Mochi Onori curated an exhibition dedicated to ―The Ideal City: Renaissance Utopia in Urbino Between the Times of Piero 
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Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
55 
Campanella, on the other hand, wrote an important treatise dealing with the ideal city, not only 
in its physical aspect but also in the sort of society that might inhabit it. His Utopia extended to a 
complete philosophy of life that owed as much to Plato‘s Republic as it did to his own civic 
expectations. In prison, charged with sedition and heresy, Campanella wanted to create a blueprint 
for a future society that was not bedevilled by papal oppression or the power of a foreign interloper 
such as Spain or France. In effect, he wanted Italians to take charge of their destiny and return to 
their origins as heirs to the Roman ideal.  
His book, the City of the Sun, is subtitled ―A Poetical Dialogue between a Grandmaster of the 
Knight Hospitallers and a Genoese Sea-Captain, his guest.‖ In it, he describes the city he envisages, 
one that is ―built on a high hill, which rises from an extensive plain, but several of its circles extend 
for some distance beyond the base of the hill … so that its circumference becomes seven. It is 
divided into seven rings of huge circles named for the seven planets.‖75 He goes on to describe how 
the city is constructed—its streets, its gates, galleries for walking, and its palaces. No detail escapes 
his eye, and he is at pains to talk about its marble steps, richly decorated walls, how the city is 
governed, and the paintings in the palaces, including those that depict ―stars and their different 
magnitudes.‖  
Moreover, the inhabitants of such a city are the only people to possess a phoenix (a solar bird, 
reaching back to ancient Egypt and On, the sacred solar city at the centre of Egyptian life, where the 
bird reputedly landed on an obelisk each year), which sets them apart from other, more mundane 
cities. As one follows the author into his solar city, one is reminded that his care for detail is 
probably a result of his incarceration. All Campanella could do in the darkness of his cell, weak and 
forlorn after having been racked until he confessed, was conjure images of an ideal landscape 
inspired by all his memories garnered when he was once a free man. His city is a visionary city, just 
as Piero‘s city is a mathematical one. 
At one point in his treatise, Campanella describes in detail a temple, built in the form of a circle: 
 
it is not girt with walls, but stands upon thick columns, beautifully grouped. A very large 
dome, built with great care in the centre or pole, contains a small vault as it were rising out of 
it, and in this spiracle, which is right over the altar. There is but one altar in the middle of the 
temple, and this is hedged around by columns. Without it, arches measuring about eight paces 
extend from the heads of the columns outward, whence other columns rise about three paces 
from the thick, strong, and erect wall … 
At the top of the building several small and beautiful cells surround the small dome … 
A revolving flag projects from the smaller dome, and this shows in what quarter the wind 
is … Furthermore, under the flag a book is always kept written with letters of gold.76 
 
                                                 
75 Campanella. Tommaso, The City of the Sun. (Oakland: University of California Press, 1981). 
 
76 Ibid. 
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      Here we are in the imaginative presence of an almost exact replica of the  temple at the centre of 
the ideal city painting in Urbino, except for a cross painted in place of a flag on top of the smaller 
dome. Aside from this exception, it is as if Campanella had seen the painting of the Città ideale in 
Urbino for himself. Executed thirty years prior to his description of his own solar temple, we 
nonetheless gain the impression that the idea of such an extraordinary building was at the heart of 
late Renaissance thinking, and formed the basis of how a city might be constructed around a civic, 
laicized space. The harmony of the ideal city was designed to reflect the utopian concept of an 
enlightened government that respects its citizens‘ freedom and, therefore, is able to manage a 
peaceful and harmonious society, such as the one that Vespasiano Gonzaga wished to build.
77
 We 
note that the Duke insisted on the Latin inscription of LIBERTAS being inscribed over one of 
Sabbioneta‘s gates, as well as on his coat-of-arms. 
     Utopia as a reality was intimately linked to an emerging idea of civic freedom for the individual. 
Moreover, the interwoven presumptions of both authority and freedom were central to Vespasiano‘s 
attempt to create his city. Of course, he, like other early theorists, did not consider the psychological 
implications of such a heuristic endeavour as the construction of a complete city independent of 
natural, organic growth. They were too busy thinking about the mathematical considerations, as 
well as retrospective embellishment in the form of Roman modelling. While the idea of Utopia had 
been a part of men‘s hopes as far back as Plotinus and beyond (viz. Platonopolis, outside Rome), it 
was not until the Duke chose to put these ideas into practice and build his Città ideale that practical 
implications came into play. We do know that, shortly after Vespasiano died, his daughter and son-
in-law removed themselves from the city and never returned. On his death the city lost its centre, 
emptied of its guiding inspiration. Nor was it for them an entirely liveable place, based as it was on 
a theoretical conception. 
Campanella‘s desire to articulate an ideal space in which men might live a more fulfilled life, 
free from the exigencies and evils of his time, nonetheless suggests a millennial preoccupation on 
the part of himself and others. Vespasiano would not have been immune from these influences, 
given the interests of his aunt and her Protestant sympathies. Late Renaissance thinking was 
permeated with a sense that the older order of governance was nearing its end. Although 
Vespasiano clung to his aristocratic allegiances throughout his life, and was at pains to reconstruct 
his lineage as a bulwark against the threat of ―extinction‖ in the socio-emblematic sense, he was 
still open to new influences, not least his emerging interest in science. It is no accident that towards 
the end of his life he replaced many of his Roman statues in the Galleria Grande with ornithological 
exhibits.
78
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78 James Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. (London: Bibliotheque McLean, 2009).  
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We note, too, that he installed a large-scale solar timepiece in Sabbioneta, under the auspices of 
Bernardino Baldi, who was a poet and polymath, as well as his brother-in-law. In those last years, 
before death overtook him, Vespasiano was already looking towards the future as he slowly came to 
terms with his nostalgia for the past. Ancient Rome, as he understood it, was in the process of 
giving away to Copernicus and his discoveries. Heliocentrism and the predictive mathematical 
model, which Campanella championed in his City of the Sun, were well on their way to becoming 
part of the accepted norm of sixteenth-century thought. It is no accident that Tycho Brahe (1546–
1601), the Danish astronomer, one of Europe‘s early heliocentric thinkers, found himself in Prague 
at the court of Rudolf II, Vespasiano‘s friend. The concepts of heliocentrism and the ideal city as a 
solar and mathematical construct go to the very heart of a new, utopian formulation that would lead 
to the revolutionary work of Galileo.
79
  
Thus, as Rowe suggests, the need for emancipation and the problem of specific evil in the world, 
combined with a theory of general good and a coercive Utopia as its repository—perhaps the 
repository—of ideas as to that of a general good, might well be at the centre of the work done by 
many of the thinkers and artists of the period.
80
 For Vespasiano and Campanella, even though there 
was no contact between them that we know of, the problem of the ideal city as a symbol of freedom 
and its limits were never far from their minds. It may be argued that the pervasive interest in 
perspective among Renaissance artists and architects, in particular Piero della Francesca and 
Alberti, was as a result of their underlying belief in the logic of numerical systems as a way to 
―rectify‖ the general socio-political discordance of contemporary society, thus paving the way for 
the Enlightenment of the seventeenth century and beyond.  
Vespasiano wanted to build a city that reflected his idea of civic perfection, a place where he 
could initiate institutions that would substantiate his interest in literature, art, monetary 
independence, publishing, education and ceremonial event. Sabbioneta was to be his statement 
about the power of one man to change the course of outmoded civic expression, and to realize a 
new, more rational approach to urban planning itself. Ultimately, the ideal city as a circular plan 
became subservient to military considerations, and therefore to the importance of fortifications. 
Unfortunately, Sabbioneta did not escape this imperative and so became, in turn, a ―città-macchine 
di defesa‖ in accordance with Machiavelli‘s anti-humanist premise.81  
                                                 
79 Nor is it an accident that Lodovico Cardi (1559–1613), a close personal friend of Galileo Galilei, painted his last fresco in the 
dome of the Pauline chapel of the church of Santa Maria Maggiore in Rome, depicting the Madonna standing upon a pockmarked 
lunar orb. This is the first extant example of Galileo's discoveries about the physical nature of the moon having penetrated the visual 
arts practice of his day. Until this image, the moon in pictures of the Virgin had always been mythical and smooth, perfectly 
spherical as described by Platonic and Ptolemaic traditions. The combination of such astronomical scientific realism in a religious 
painting is a striking symbol of the clash of paradigms of the period, especially when one considers Galileo's later condemnation and 
imprisonment by the Roman Catholic Church for publishing his astronomical proofs of heliocentricity. 
80 Ibid. MIV. 
81 Manfredo Tafuri, L‘Architettura dell‘umanesmo. (Bari: Editori Laterza, 1969). 
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     Looking about the city square that morning, I became aware of all these intersecting ideas. 
Vespasiano had left me in no doubt that Sabbioneta was to be his hymn to these ancient 
metaphysical concepts. Simply by locating the statue of Pallas Athene as the omphalos to his city 
(though unfortunately it has been moved from its original position on the northern edge of the 
square, suggesting an ignorance of geomantic alignments today), the Duke telegraphed the kind of 
city he wanted to build. It was going to be a place where the essential parts of man—namely reason, 
emotion, and desire—were to correspond to the Rulers, Auxiliaries and Craftsmen. These qualities 
in turn were to correspond to the Cardinal Virtues—namely wisdom, courage, and justice. The 
citizens of his ideal city were to become embodiments of a new order whereby the concept of 
justice-in-the-man would become a projection into that of justice-in-the-state. Plato‘s Republic, St 
Augustine‘s City of God and St Theresa of Avila‘s Interior Castle had finally come down to earth. 
It seemed hard to imagine that I had stepped into such an extraordinary pot pouri of ideas. When 
first I had walked over the moat outside the imperial gate that morning, little was on my mind save 
an excursion through its streets. But very quickly I realized that Vespasiano had taken up a position 
at my side. We were walking shoulder to shoulder down the street towards the square. The rocca, 
though no longer there, stood as a perfectly articulated edifice surrounded by its own moat. He 
would have looked upon this ancient citadel and dreamt of it as the centrepiece to his city. The 
hunting lodge would have to go.  
In an age bedevilled by excess, eurythmia and concinnitas must be reconstituted as the guiding 
ideals of life. In his mind there was no precedence for what he wanted to do but the heady dream of 
philosophers. All those years of study in Fondi and Naples at the behest of his aunt, while being 
subject to family conflicts that seemed never to go away, made it imperative that he build something 
that might distance him from the ordinary. Sabbioneta, his princely city, was going to be a dream 
realized—the subordination of every human conceit to that of man‘s highest aspiration. It was to be 
dedicated to Love, even if love would turn out to be an unattainable object for him within those 
walls in the years to come. 
It was enough to sit there and gaze around the square. I had no need yet to rush about in search 
of novelty. In an imaginary dialogue I now found myself speaking with the Duke. He was telling 
me of his hopes. He was telling me of his meetings with Giunti and Scamozzi, with Palladio and 
possibly even Michelangelo. I know he was casting his net wide. He wanted everyone who had 
something to contribute to his dream to grace his presence.  
This was to be a true city of the mind, the very embodiment of virtue and the gold that flows 
through men‘s veins. Whenever he pointed out a building or spoke of his plans, I could see those 
sunlit cities of Spain such as Toledo, Granada, and Zaragoza rise up before my mind‘s eye like 
images in a de Chirico painting. This was to be a city where the ―grace that shimmers on the surface 
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of beauty‖ would irradiate to the far corners of the earth. I knew it to be true, as Vespasiano insisted 
upon it in our conversation. The soldier in him was reflected in his indomitable will to create, to 
build a city that represented all that he had seen and heard.  
Vespasiano may well have been trying to construct a model for living that was not so much 
otherworldly in the sense of those classical references that he wished to elucidate in his urban 
planning, but in the sense that Sabbioneta was to become a way of thinking himself into another 
mode of existence. He may well have wanted to become detached from certain painful memories 
from his childhood and his youth in the hope of isolating himself in an Olympian calm. Sabbioneta 
was to be a philosophic haven, the secular equivalent of a man‘s deepest aspirations.  
The city would become the representation of an ideal mental condition as well—that of bliss. No 
wonder people like Scamozzi were attracted to the octagonal ground plan—it was the manifestation 
of the halo, the mandala, the sacred crown of man. A merging of philosophic, theological, magical, 
and esoteric elements popular among men of the Renaissance (viz. Robert Fludd, Simon Dee and 
Giordano Bruno) made such an idea entirely possible. In doing so, men like Scamozzi and Alberti 
often became victims of their own wish to establish a link with ancient archetypes, and their 
buildings occasionally suffered because of it. 
      I knew then that I must learn how to enter this city in the way that I had imagined entering the 
painting of the Città ideale back in Urbino. But in doing so, I had to come to terms with Sabbioneta 
less as a collection of buildings, churches, public squares and perimeter walls. It was time to accept 
that Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life was a part of its very structure, for his city was not to be a 
theoretical gesture like Piero‘s, Scamozzi‘s, or Leonardo‘s, but a living entity in which people and 
their problems had chosen to reside. This made Sabbioneta a special place. The cry of a new-born 
child, the tears of a lover, or the death of a man in his prime—these constituted but a fraction of the 
human emotions enacted behind its closed doors. The city was privy to secrets that would forever 
cloud its future. Only a duke could tell whether these secrets might temper his dream of building an 
ideal city that might one day stand as a monument to his endeavour.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
5  
SOLDIER OF FORTUNE 
 
 
 
The Palazzo Ducale overlooking the main square is a simple yet elegant building, constructed in 
the place of an earlier palace. All the ingredients for a Renaissance structure are in place, with steps 
rising to a cloistered portico and articulated windows on the first floor, one of which opens onto a 
balcony and a view of the square. There is a central tower rising from the roof. Coats-of-arms in 
stone protrude from the corners of the façade, and Vitruvian numbers in relation to ideal measures 
have been diligently observed. The laws of symmetry so dear to men like Palladio and Scamozzi are 
clearly on show. This is a building where the principle of concinnity has been realized. One senses a 
decorum radiating from its stones, denoting what Alberti called ―agreement among its parts.‖ 
Above the windows, on protruding plinths, the busts of men indicate a long family heritage. It is a 
museum, however, rather than a house. 
It is also a sombre building, as if some residue of past lives continue to linger in its corridors. 
Begun in 1561, Vespasiano had been careful to ensure that wherever one looks various members of 
the Gonzaga family are there to claim our attention, including his mother gazing back at him from 
the walls of his studiolo.
82
 Wooden busts of Ludovico II, the Count of Rodigo, and Luigi, the first 
―Capitano‖ of Mantua, augment the Hall of Gold‘s crafted fireplace, with its heraldic scallop shell 
and lion‘s legs supporting the mantelpiece, on which Vespasiano‘s motto is prominently carved.  
In the Gallery of the Ancestors the upper walls are plastered with the stuccoed reliefs of other 
family members, including Isabella Colonna, Vespasiano‘s mother, and Anna of Aragon, his second 
wife. The gold-leafed ceiling panels in the Hall of the Emperors are covered in family crests that 
indicate imperial favour in the form of a double-headed eagle. A giant fresco depicting elephants 
graces what is now known as the Gallery of Elephants, a reception area where official dinners were 
likely to have been held. In the centre of the ceiling in the Hall of Gold the Duke‘s ducal coat-of-
arms is suspended, the word LIBERTAS visible but unuttered. 
I walk through these rooms, gazing at their decorations, aware that Vespasiano‘s ghost is still 
present. He possesses a charisma, even when absent. His persona oversees every piece of 
                                                 
82 It is interesting to note that, of all the reliefs, in the studiolo only his mother Isabella is turned to the right, gazing directly at her 
son. On each side of the window are the reliefs of his two children, Isabella and Luigi.  
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ornamentation, each carved angel and sun symbol. He seemed to have had a hand in everything, 
willing his palace to reflect his taste and liking for heraldry, his desire to see his memory preserved 
in every possible form. It is as if he longed to be memorialized for some future life, like a mummy 
embalmed in a tomb. There was something about the way Vespasiano lived that suggests his life 
might not have been all that it should be, in spite of the trappings of opulence with which he 
surrounded himself.  
It was the figures in the Equestrian Room at the top of the stairs that arrested me on my initial 
visit to the palace. These replicas of four larger-than-life horsemen, standing in the vestibule on the 
first floor, were testament to Vespasiano‘s desire to celebrate his forebears as heroes unblemished 
by death. Of the twelve that he originally commissioned in Venice after he had been honoured for 
his achievements by the senate of that city a few years before his death, only four equestrian figures 
managed to survive a fire in the 1700s, lifelike in their expressions. One is able to gaze upon his 
father, Luigi ―Rodomonte‖ Gonzaga, Gian Francesco his uncle, and the heavily moustachioed face 
of Ludovico I, third captain of Mantua, dressed in chain mail and helmet, alongside the Duke 
wearing a full suit of armour, his neck encircled by a ruff.  
I am impressed by their monumentality, occupying as they do the first floor landing in the Hall 
of Horsemen. What possessed Vespasiano to want almost the entire Gonzaga line transformed into 
sculpture—and to see them standing inside his palace, as if in an equestrian arena—we will never 
know. Did he wish to preserve in carved and painted wood the warrior status of his family, as well 
as the cult of courage to which he was so committed? Had he wished to demonstrate that he too 
could be portrayed in the same heroic mould as his former employer Charles V, who was painted by 
Titian in a similar pose?  
There was a long tradition of condottieri being depicted on horseback, as we clearly see in 
Verrocchio‘s Colleone monument in Venice, as well as that of Marcus Aurelius on horseback in the 
Capitoline Hill piazza.
83
 This was the age of antique hero worship, when the equestrian monuments 
of Rome were often imitated. Petrarch himself declared his love of Rome‘s ruins. He used to climb 
into the Baths of Diocletian in the company of his friend Giovanni Colonna, and wander at will.
84
 
Late in his life, and already quite ill, Vespasiano probably felt that he had the right to regard himself 
as an imperator, and so join his illustrious forebears in a display of equestrian dignitas. Destined to 
be cast in bronze as these figures were, it was hard not to think of the Four Horseman of the 
Apocalypse when I gazed upon them. 
                                                 
83 Verrocchio began his work on this monument in Florence when Leonardo was still an assistant in his workshop; the model was 
finished in 1481, and thereafter Verrocchio lived permanently in Venice. He died there in 1488 from the effects of a cold caught 
while casting the bronze horse. 
84 J. A. Symonds, The Renaissance in Italy, Vol. 2, ―The Revival of Learning‖. (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1882). 
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The building is a monument to an outmoded idea of nobility acquired through military exploit, 
one that Vespasiano would have been familiar with through his links to Spain and its concept of 
hidalguía (―patent of nobility‖), which was essential to the formation of a ruling elite after the 
expulsion of the Moors. He would have also been familiar with the concept of limpieza de sangre, 
the cult of ―purity of blood,‖ whose origin lay in the Spanish Inquisition. In many ways, the Duke 
was more Spanish than Italian in his desire to perpetuate his name as a Gonzaga, a Colonna, as well 
as a servant to the king of Spain. Probably he saw himself as the embodiment of that small group of 
military commanders owing their allegiance to the shifting fortunes of international politics, rather 
than to any belief in national identity. Cosmopolitan by inclination, Vespasiano would have likely 
concurred with Dante‘s opinion of himself: ―My country is the whole world,‖ or Giovano Pontano‘s 
observation that ―a man takes his virtues with him wherever he goes.‖ Such men often left their 
native place voluntarily to obtain political or economic advantage elsewhere.  
Exile, voluntary or otherwise, was the common lot of many Italians, some of whom were 
prepared to make a virtue of it rather than bemoan their fate. ―Only he who has learned everything,‖ 
said Ghiberti, ―is nowhere a stranger … he is yet the citizen of every country, and can fearlessly 
despise the changes of fortune.‖85 The remaining four horsemen in the Palazzo Ducale were thus an 
attempt to separate men from the contingencies of home and the cultus of birthplace. These men 
were condottieri, soldiers of fortune and mercenaries, little more than European versions of the 
Samurai warrior of medieval Japan. 
Vespasiano‘s construction of his Ducal Palace and the horsemen was plainly an attempt to 
fashion an image of authority. Like many of his generation, he wanted something to remain as a 
monument to his achievement. He was more aware of mortality than most men, given his family 
history. As such, he wanted the horsemen to stand on the landing as a guard of honour, celebrating 
his elevation to the title of Duke of Sabbioneta by Emperor Rudolf II, Philip‘s nephew, in 1577. 
Such events were to occur many years later, after he had proved himself in battle and as advisor to 
kings. The act of building his palace was a way of preparing himself for the day when his name 
would be spoken of with respect throughout Europe. Vespasiano Gonzaga was nothing if not 
careful when it came to fashioning his public persona. 
The next ten years set the pattern of his life as a military commander. In 1552, shortly after his 
recovery from illness, he left Diana to join the Spanish army near Parma. An alliance between 
Charles V and Pope Julius III had been made to confront the forces of Henry II of France and 
Ottavio Farnese, who had openly sided with their invasion of Italy, thereby threatening the 
Kingdom of the Two Sicilies as well as papal territories to the south. Under the command of his 
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 The Portable Renaissance Reader. Edit. James Bruce Ross and Mary Martin Mclaughlin. (New York: Penguin Books, 1981). 
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uncle Don Ferrante Gonzaga, Vespasiano was placed in charge of one hundred cavaliers fighting a 
pitched battle outside San Barnaba Gate, thereby forcing the defenders to take flight. Although he 
received a slight wound during the battle, he nonetheless acquitted himself with courage, earning 
favourable comparisons with his father from many old soldiers.  
A truce was eventually signed between the Pope, Farnese and the king of France, thereby 
enabling Vespasiano to join his friend Philip at Villafranca near Mantua, where the latter had 
recently returned from Flanders. The Duke had been blooded in battle at last; nor was he found to 
lack skill as a military commander. Philip was pleased with the performance of his protégé. They 
parted in Genoa—Philip to return to Spain, while Vespasiano rode back to Sabbioneta. 
He did not stay long. In the autumn of 1552 he travelled south to Naples to visit his mother and 
aunt. Whilst there, he managed to visit the lands of his mother near Traietto—lands that would one 
day be his. One wonders whether he visited Cicero‘s tomb, one of his heroes, located on the road 
between Fondi and Traietto. By October, however, he was in Florence meeting with poets and 
philosophers. Re-invigorated by his stay in that city, Vespasiano rode north to Sabbioneta to talk 
with Giunti, his architect, who had been one of the first to give him advice on the design and 
construction of Sabbioneta.  
At the same time, he took charge of four hundred cavaliers and made the journey north to 
Innsbruck to meet with the Duke of Sulmona, his stepfather and captain-general of the imperial 
army, in readiness for war against Henry II of France over Piedmont. Vespasiano again 
distinguished himself in the field, this time achieving a victory over a superior Swiss force of two 
thousand men. His reputation as a brilliant military officer and strategist was confirmed on that day, 
even if he managed to lose his sword during the battle. It need not have mattered—the French 
general promptly ordered that it be returned to him as a mark of his respect. 
After a truce was signed, Vespasiano returned to Sabbioneta to oversee the construction of the 
city‘s walls. By 1554 he was again called to Flanders before being deployed against his uncle, Don 
Ferrante (the father of Diana‘s jilted fiancé, Césare), who had been accused of siding with the 
French over Piedmont. On this occasion, he was promoted to captain-general of the infantry. A 
succession of victories culminated in Vespasiano liberating Pavia from the French. His exploits in 
the field now became the subject of a Latin epigram written by Niccolo Gallini. It seems that he had 
become a seasoned campaigner, attracting some attention as a soldier to be watched in the future. 
Poets as well as kings had begun to acknowledge his achievements. 
In 1556, as captain-general, he was soon asked to take charge of an army of eight thousand men 
in a war against Paul IV, the Carafa Pope. In a number of planned assaults, Vespasiano overcame 
fortresses at Anagni, Bauco and Palombara. He even fought at Vocovare, the castle near where his 
father had met his death. Then came Tevere and Ostia, where his men were subjected to heavy 
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bombardment by defenders. Again, Vespasiano was wounded, this time more seriously. A 
swordsman dealt him a blow above the mouth, narrowly missing his eye. He carried the scar for the 
rest of his life. Finally, recognizing that defeat was inevitable, the Pope sued for peace, thus 
allowing Vespasiano to enter Rome as the victor. These were heady days for a man still only 25 
years of age. He had traversed half of Italy, warring, relieving occupied towns and citadels, yet still 
maintaining control over his troops. Under his charge they rarely molested women or children. 
Vespasiano returned to Naples to be with his aunt at nearby Villa Margellina to recover from his 
wounds. There he met with such poets and philosophers as Angelo di Constanzo, Bernardino Rota, 
Ferrante Carrafa and Antonio Minturno,
86
 many of them noted for their works in both Latin and 
Italian. Together they conducted a dialogue, which was later published as Arte Poetica, suggesting 
Vespasiano‘s emerging competence as a poet. It was a welcome period of respite for Vespasiano, 
spent in the company of his old teachers. War had exhausted him more than he had perhaps 
imagined it might, and he now looked forward to enjoying the wit and sagacity of these men of 
letters, some of them his close friends. Sitting in the gardens at Villa Margellina with their promise 
of late summer blooms was the balm that he needed. 
 Whilst there, he unexpectedly acquired a library as a gift from a certain Antonio Guido, who 
had died without an heir. In a letter dated September 4, 1557, the King‘s secretary authorized this 
princely gift, which included ―books in Greek, in Latin beautifully written, and copies of the divine 
Iliad by Homer … to be handed over to the Illustrious V. G.‖87 These books became the foundation 
of his library in Sabbioneta. In the company of his good friend, Ferrante Carrafa, himself a poet as 
well as a member of a prominent Neapolitan family and the Duke of Nocera near Naples, he would 
sit in the shade of a fig tree and read Homer, as well as some of his own poems.
88
  
Could life be any more amenable? It was one of those occasions when the Duke felt thoroughly 
in command of his world. Nor did he know then that Ferrante‘s son, Luigi, would one day marry his 
daughter, Isabella, so that their friendship would continue into the next generation. Such was the 
true life of an uomo universale—to enjoy books, share conversation with friends, and cement 
fraternal links through marriage. Vespasiano probably knew then that it could not last. 
It didn‘t. He had barely returned to Sabbioneta to be with Diana than the news of Charles V‘s 
abdication as king of Spain and the Holy Roman Empire was announced. Recalled to Flanders by 
Philip to render homage to him as the newly crowned king and emperor, as well as to enjoy the 
festivities that accompanied his accession, Vespasiano was immediately confirmed as captain-
general of the Italian army. Philip further nominated him to be a ―Grand del Regno,‖ a title 
                                                 
86 Born in Traietto in 1500, Minturno was a celebrated scholar who took part in the Council of Trent. He died in Crotona in 1574. 
Traetto was later named Minturno after his family. 
87 Ireneo Affo. Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, duca di Sabbioneta. (Parma: Presso Filippo Carmignanini, 1780). 
88 See Appendix. 
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exclusively reserved for those closest to the king. It was a moment that both men enjoyed 
immensely. Their destinies, linked from an early age, had finally been realized in a common desire 
to maintain stability in the realm. Rather than accept payment for his services to the crown—a sum 
of 1,500 gold scudi was offered by Philip—Vespasiano requested something less tangible but in 
keeping with his need to secure his family‘s future—he wanted to preserve his hard-won freedom 
under imperial protection. Most of all, he wanted his heirs to be entitled to their princely rank in 
perpetuity. The king readily granted him this right. 
Brussels had recognized Vespasiano by imperial favour for his services as a courageous man-at-
arms and loyal servant of the king. There seemed not to have been any serious bouts with syphilis 
during this time, so his health was no longer an issue, at least for the time being. So far, he had 
travelled widely, deepening his knowledge of classical antiquity and the thought of his age. Poets 
and philosophers were welcome at his table. His tiny city on the plain of Lombardy was emerging 
from its provincial sleep, and its newly created institutions presaged the birth of an ordered society 
within its walls. Medals had been minted in his name to honour those whom he admired in the 
fields of Ars and Poeta. Poets had celebrated his victories in epigrams. By the end of 1558 he had 
established himself as one of Europe‘s most feared and respected condottieri. Unlike many of his 
counterparts, however, he had one paymaster only—the king of Spain. Loyalty was important to 
him. Giulia had taught him well. 
His love of architecture had also made it possible for him to begin to fashion a city unlike any 
other in Europe. Even Philip had succumbed to his enthusiasm for building impossible dreams. 
After making a vow on the eve of battle against the French in 1557, which Philip‘s army duly won, 
the king decided to build a monumental church in his homeland as recognition of his victory. The 
stone of the church of the Escorial, as well as the entire geometrical pattern, were laid on the axis of 
sunset on August 10 of that year, the day he achieved his victory. Dedicated to St. Lawrence, the 
building became a magnificent sacred edifice celebrating the ideas of the Spanish mystic Raymond 
Lull (1235–1315), whose mathematical exploration of so-called Universal Harmony had earned him 
the death penalty for anti-Islamic heresy during the Moorish occupation.  
Vitruvian in design, the ground plan encompassed the ideal of the Vitruvian Man, with many of 
its architectural effects driven by the concept of musical harmonies. According to Villalpando, the 
king‘s architect, the Platonic harmony used by Alberti and Palladio had been revealed to Solomon 
by God. The system utilizes the musical harmonies of diatessaron, diapason, diapente, etc. By these 
means, it was said that the complex relationship of the elements in classical architecture could be 
related to the Will of God in the building of Christian edifices. This so-called ―Solomonic Temple,‖ 
modelled on the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem, took 21 years to complete. The Escorial became 
a vast occult edifice that attempted to reconcile the eschatological mysteries of the Old Testament 
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with the Platonic Greco-Roman architectural theories of Vitruvius.
89
 It seems that the King wanted 
to outdo his protégé even as he honoured him as a grandee of Spain.  
It is hard to imagine a more rewarding life at this point in time. A favourite of his sovereign, 
admired in Italy for his contribution to the peace; a man of wide intellectual interests, possessing 
friends all over Europe with whom he could exchange ideas; an ideal city in the making at home, 
married to a woman whose estates were now a part of his own, Vespasiano had set out to compose 
his life in the manner of an artist. Nothing was left to chance. He offered friendship discreetly, and 
was not slow to render assistance to those less fortunate. He poured money into unlikely ventures 
such as a mint and printing house. He gathered a library of books with unqualified enthusiasm.  
In Pavia he became a member of the Accadamia degli affidati, and took the name of ―Severus‖ 
as his pen name.
90
 In spite of these achievements, the Duke lived a relatively guarded life, 
preoccupied by a need to create an image of himself as an ―ideal man.‖ His obsession with 
knowledge suggests a person conscious of some lack. The need to build a wall about himself, like 
the one around Sabbioneta, was important to him. Nor was he a man given to a life of sensuality 
like many of his contemporaries. He was more stoic than epicurean. Rather, the Duke gives the 
impression that he often found it difficult to offer real intimacy. 
His behaviour might have been the result of circumstances at home. Could it be that his relations 
with Diana, his wife, may have cooled over the years now that he was rarely in Sabbioneta? During 
these years he appeared to have placed more importance on his public rather than private life. On 
campaign in some foreign place for most of those years, we nonetheless see a picture of Diana 
living at Sabbioneta in the company of courtiers and friends who were largely his. We do not see 
the duchess accompanying her husband to Brussels, enjoying court life there or sitting in the 
gardens at Villa Margellina with aunt Giulia. Instead, we see her remaining at home taking care of 
his affairs. In one letter, we observe her requesting a sculptor in Mantua to fashion a coin design for 
his mint, referring to her husband as ―My illustrious signor, my consort.‖ Such a remark might 
suggest a mere formality on her part, but we do sense Diana‘s diligence in all matters pertaining to 
her husband‘s affairs.91  
It was as if Vespasiano attempted to live a number of separate lives—as a condottiere, advisor, 
poet, architect, bibliophile and urban planner, and lastly as a husband. Had he lost interest in the 
woman that had so entranced him all those years ago? Was it because Diana could not provide an 
heir that she had fallen out of favour? We know very little of their private life, except when it 
surfaced in the form of events that burst upon the pages of history suddenly and without warning, or 
                                                 
89 Nigel Pennick, Sacred Geometry. (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). 
90 It is interesting to speculate on Vespasiano‘s identification with Emperor Septimus Severus, who was a soldier-emperor who 
fought in North Africa and Spain—countries associated with the Duke‘s later career in the employ of Philip II. 
91 Lodovico Messirotti, La Cronica di Lodovico Messirotti. (Sabbioneta: Associazione Pro Loco, 2013). 
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in her occasional letter on his behalf. Diana, that dark Sicilian duchess, object of desire to some and 
a capricious will-o‘-the-wisp to others, lived her life for the most part outside those pages. We 
might choose to speculate upon their relationship, but the truth is we will never know what went on 
between them. She might have been a victim. Then again, she might also have been a siren. 
On his return to Sabbioneta in 1559, after fourteen long months in the field, Vespasiano found 
himself confronted with a personal crisis that he had not expected. Marin spoke of the Duke 
experiencing an ―inferno of the heart‖ [―l‘inferno nel cuore‖] when he first discovered that Diana 
had taken a lover in the person of Giovanni Annibale Raineri, a local noble and the son of the 
Duke‘s administrator.92 There was some suggestion that she might even have been pregnant by 
Raineri, although earlier writers such as Affo do not mention this claim.
93
  
Another suggestion is that while camped at Monticelli, reluctantly preparing to wage war against 
the Pope, he had received an unsigned letter accusing his wife of adultery.
94
 However he heard the 
news of his wife‘s suspected infidelity, it must have come as a bitter blow. It seemed that a courtier 
had betrayed him—and Raineri, a married man—while he was away attending to the king‘s 
business. Memories of losing his first child under circumstances that were not entirely convincing 
some years before must have flooded back to the Duke at this time. Could it be that the maidservant 
Elena, the woman banished for suggesting that Diana had deliberately aborted her child during the 
first year of their marriage, had been telling the truth? 
There is no hint that Vespasiano acted in haste. He weighed up his position, considering the 
odds. Only then did he decide to make his move. He may even have consulted his closest friends. 
All we do know is that his position as the Marquis of Sabbioneta had become untenable. In his 
position it would have been impossible to continue to live with a wife who had knowingly or even 
been suspected of committing adultery. It would have undermined his authority, both in Sabbioneta 
and Spain, if word ever got out that he had not acted against her. Vespasiano had little choice but to 
cut out the cancer before it further damaged his reputation. In a series of carefully planned moves 
he ordered Raineri, the suspected lover, to be summoned to the palace. On his arrival, the man was 
unceremoniously arrested and executed without trial. One account suggests that his throat was cut 
and his body tossed into a damp, unlit vault below the palace.
95
  
Diana‘s fate is cloaked in silence, even to this day. One tradition suggests that she was thrown 
into the cell where Raineri‘s body lay, and given a vial of poison [licor mortalisimo] rather than 
                                                 
92 Gian Francesca Marini, Sabbioneta, Piccola Atene. Casalmaggiore: G. Toscani, 1914. 
93 Giancarlo Malacarne, Sabbioneta, Soul of a Man. Verona: Promoprint, 1994. Antonio Racheli mentions the fact of her rumoured 
pregnancy in his book Delle Memorie Storiche di Sabbioneta. Libri IV (Cassalmaggiore: 1849). 
94 Vespasiano revealed his uneasiness in a letter to the Mantuan court: ―I haven‘t yet been executed, even though I am fighting 
against the Pope.‖ 
95 Racheli, Delle Memorie Storiche di Sabbioneta, 574. 
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being asked to suffer the humiliation of execution.
96
 If this was so, and we have no reason to 
disbelieve such a turn of events, then Elena‘s prophesy must have echoed in her ears: ―You shall die 
following three days of blood and poison!‖ Only after the stench of Raineri‘s corpse had numbed 
her mind after three days in the same room with it, when all hope that she might be pardoned for the 
sake of her suspected unborn child was gone, did Diana finally drink poison.
97
  
Her passion and loneliness had been reduced to tears of remorse in a dungeon under the baleful 
influence of her dead lover. What alternative did she have but to take her own life if her husband‘s 
reputation was to be preserved for the sake of the Gonzagas of Mantua and Sabbioneta?
98
 As 
Alessandro Lisca wrote in his biography one year after the death of Vespasiano, and therefore in 
close proximity to these events, Diana was put to death because she paid ―insufficient regard to her 
virtuous reputation,‖ and that the wife of a ―great man‖ must not only be without blame, but beyond 
the suspicion of blame, thus echoing a remark by Julius Caesar to the same effect.
99
 
According to Marini, the Duke insisted on a public show of mourning. The funeral was 
accompanied by a large procession of mourners down the main street to the church of San Rocco, 
where Diana was quickly buried.
100
 The only people not invited to join the procession were the 
Raineri family. It seems that Raineri‘s father, mother, wife, and children had already been 
banished.
101
 The last macabre touch to this story came in the form of a stone casket that was 
discovered under a marble staircase leading from the Hall of Horsemen to the entresols of the 
palace some three centuries later. The casket contained a helmet, armour, a sword and the probable 
remains of Raineri. But this may well be a later gloss, as the construction of the new Ducal Palace 
only commenced a year after his death. All we know for certain is that Vespasiano wrote a letter, 
almost laconic in tone, to the Duke of Mantua shortly after Diana‘s death, attempting to explain his 
anguish: 
This evening [November 9, 1559] of the seventh hour my wife passed to a better life, killed by a fit of 
apoplexy that did not permit her to utter a single word, and this has left me sorely grieved ….102 
On the eve of his sudden departure for Spain, Vespasiano wrote almost the exact words to aunt 
Giulia explaining his wife‘s demise. It is unusual to think of the man retiring to his study to write 
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letters within a few hours of his wife‘s death—unless she had died some days earlier, and that this 
public announcement by correspondence was an attempt to cover his tracks. One detects a feeling 
of constraint in his words, almost indifference, as if he were merely going through the motions. 
Diana‘s death might have been the fulfilment of a prophecy, as already indicated; it may also have 
been the result of his failure to show her sufficient love, or indeed her inability to furnish the Duke 
with an heir. 
      Sabbioneta, that Città ideale, had now been blighted by family intrigue and possibly even 
murder. That Diana‘s name was never mentioned again (un‘impenetrabile cappa di silenzio), nor 
her grave clearly identified subsequently (her remains were never transferred to the family vault in 
the Church of Incoronata from San Rocco, where they perhaps lie to this day), lend credibility to 
such rumours.
103
 Even her portrait was destroyed. One must assume that Raineri was not entirely 
blameless in this matter, however innocent he might have been, given that his family was 
subsequently banished. It may be, however, because of the position his family occupied at court, 
that he had become a target of envy for those eager to diminish his or his father‘s influence.  
Did Diana add to the perception of her guilt by exaggerating her relationship with the 
administrator‘s son during her husband‘s long absences? Was it a fact that she felt lonely, and 
simply confided her feelings to Raineri? Equally, Vespasiano may have only held strong suspicions 
of her possible adultery. This would have been enough to make him act in defence of his reputation. 
Her rumoured pregnancy by Raineri only muddies the waters further. 
The life of a despot, however legitimate he believed himself to be (and Vespasiano had been at 
pains to augment that legitimacy through imperial favour), was often that of uncertainty. Cruelty 
and terror were frequently put to the service of what Symonds calls ―transcendent egotism‖104 to 
ensure the survival of a noble house. The use of poison was a popular method by which someone 
might be eliminated. Gian Francesco Gonzaga, one of Vespasiano‘s ancestors, caused his wife to be 
put to death in 1391, just as Francesco Sforza‘s first wife, Polissena, died by poison at the hands of 
her aunt. Isabella Fieschi, herself a relative of Giulia Gonzaga, poisoned her husband Lucchino 
Visconti even as he was attempting to poison her! Similarly, Orso Orsini of Pitigliano, suspecting 
an affair between his wife and Galeazzo Giordoni, ordered them both killed.  
If adultery did indeed occur, it appears there was clearly sufficient precedence for Vespasiano‘s 
actions among noble families throughout Italy. Nor would such behaviour in the sixteenth century 
have evoked nearly so much approbation as it might today. Execution was a prerogative of dukes as 
well as kings. Nor could they be judged, except by their peers. A simple letter as the one that 
Vespasiano wrote to friends would preclude any action being taken by them, since some of these 
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men were guilty of committing similar crimes. More often than not a clandestine passion was 
reason enough to have someone killed, as we have noted. From Vespasiano‘s point of view, what 
had been compromised most had been his onore. 
In this land of emancipated individuality, the concept of onore was considered to be extremely 
important. Unlike the code of chivalry in France and England during the medieval period, onore 
was based less on a scrupulous sense of honour derived from a mixture of conscience, pride, and 
self-respect. Pandolfini likened it to a quality that must be handled with ―great thrift,‖ which implies 
its ―negotiable‖ character. Machiavelli also suggests that onore consists partly in ―credit‖ attached 
to public distinctions, and only partly in that of a reputation for virtù. To both men, onore is 
something accountable that can be added to, or subtracted from by various modes of public 
behaviour.  
When it comes to dealing with the opposite sex, in particular with regard to marriage, we find 
that onore must be maintained in a far more material and external way. According to Piccolomini, 
the onesta of a married woman may be compatible with secret infidelity, provided she does not 
expose herself to ridicule or censure by allowing her amore to be known. A man might stray 
without damage to his reputation, but a woman must ensure that the marriage bed remain veiled by 
at least a semblance of fidelity. ―The wife of a man of importance (grande uomo) must be immune 
from fault, and also the suspicion of fault. Her death might reduce her wealth, but augment her 
dignity.‖105 
This was the predicament that Vespasiano Gonzaga found himself in when he returned to 
Sabbioneta. He had either been informed of, or had come home to, a rumour of infidelity with 
regard to his wife. Conversely, as vivacious as she was reputed to be, Diana might have been less 
than demure in her relationship with Raineri—or perhaps she had indeed taken him as her lover. 
Either way, her credit in the public domain had been exhausted. In the words of Pandolfini, she had 
not been ―thrifty.‖ Vespasiano had no other choice but to exercise his prerogative. His public 
position depended on it. For him, the concept of noblesse oblige would have held little meaning. 
Unlike his northern compatriot who regarded honour as entirely subjective, as an Italian he could 
only regard his onore as being objective. The mere act of appearing to be compromised made it 
imperative that he avoid the risk of dishonour.
106
 
Even today, this tragedy pervades the streets of Sabbioneta. To enter the Palazzo Ducale and 
know that somewhere below street level there was once a cell in the old palace, now demolished, in 
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which Diana possibly lived out her final few days, is hard to comprehend.
107
 Walking past the Hall 
of Horsemen along the corridor to the back rooms is to figuratively step upon an empty chamber in 
which a young man‘s bones, along with his suit of armour, may have rested for centuries. These 
facts colour one‘s perceptions of the city and its duke. One finds oneself torn between denying that 
such a macabre set of events could have ever taken place, yet knowing that not to do so is to accept 
the official version of Diana‘s death. ―Apoplexy‖ sounds like a convenient way to die in an age 
where secrets must be kept. It seemed harder to admire the man, knowing that he had succumbed to 
the brutishness of his age, and knowing too how much he had dreamt of creating a new order of 
governance and law in his city, in spite of what he had done in the name of honour. 
But another side of me sympathized with Vespasiano. He had set out to live the life of a free man 
in control of himself and his circumstance. He had wanted to make his mark on the world as a man 
of universal character. His failure, if any, was to have believed that the public life of a condottiere 
married to that of the intellectual was a wholly realizable attainment. He probably thought that he 
could make an impact on his age by way of an act of what the Greeks liked to call polymetis—that 
of many-sidedness. The soldier-poet-scholar‘s passion for fame —―lo gran disio dell‘ eccellenza‖ 
—was seen by him as the outward sign of his incomparable personality. What he hadn‘t considered 
was the power of the personal and its capacity to disrupt his carefully laid-out plans.  
Finally, Diana, the woman whose hand he was prepared to fight for against all odds when he was 
a young man of nineteen years, and as such his first love, had revealed him for the man he may not 
have known himself to be, a man in league with a double sense of betrayal—that of his mother 
when he was a child, and now by his wife. For her pains, Diana had been forced to take poison to 
maintain her silence, as well as to reinforce the aggrievement he felt at this second act of betrayal. It 
is no accident that her name was erased from the annals of Sabbioneta, and her body said to have 
been buried in an unmarked grave, even though the people of the city refused to believe that her 
death had been anything other than violent.
108
 
After more than four hundred-and-fifty years, it is easy to criticize someone whom one barely 
knows. One must be careful not to inflict the benefit of hindsight on this most complex of men. 
Giulia did not educate him to be an insensitive despot, this much we do know. She had wanted 
more from her nephew. In the realm of calcified emotions and often-debauched spirituality that was 
a feature of the sixteenth century, there lay a real prospect of creating a new sort of man. The 
trouble was, this ―new man‖ was still very much in league with an older order of values imbedded 
in what Poliziano called that ―vast heap of human frailty.‖  
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In dispensing with his wife Diana of Cardona, it seems likely that Vespasiano had committed a 
crime against himself. He had distanced himself from his emotions by destroying the woman that he 
had once loved, and whom he now felt had betrayed him. The real question was—would he 
undergo penance for this assault on his good name? Moreover, we are left to consider what other 
forces might have been at work in him that coloured his subsequent behaviour. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
6  
THE UNIVERSAL MAN 
 
 
 
Before one again ventures into the maze of Sabbioneta‘s streets to enjoy its architectural 
features, it is important to understand the mind of a man who fashioned them in the first place. 
L‘uomo universale, or Universal Man, is no ordinary person. He represents a striving towards self-
consciousness rarely witnessed among those that had gone before him. During the Renaissance, the 
dignity of man no longer simply resided in his being, in the place allotted to him once and for all in 
the cosmic order. Human freedom now demanded a reversal of the old Scholastic proposition 
operari sequitur esse [―action follows being‖], instead emphasizing the importance of action, and 
therefore of becoming as the dynamic mobilization of existence.  
 The so-called Universal Man saw himself as capable of breaking through this barrier that 
defined him as a definite, limited being, living within a prescribed sphere of willing and acting. He 
wanted much more—to create himself by using every means at his disposal. His very individuality 
was self-determined rather than derived from some fateful encounter with Fortune. As Pico della 
Mirandola remarked: ―The wonders of the mind are greater than the heavens … On earth, nothing is 
greater but man.‖109 This is the voice of a heroic passion that was to transform men into philosophic 
beings capable of enacting a new order. 
The streets of Sabbioneta were inspired by an eternal archetype that found its origin in the 
persistent inquiries of men such as Marsilio Ficino, Pico della Mirandola and Nicholas of Cusa into 
man‘s relationship with freedom and necessity. Such men sought to provide a framework by which 
a man might fashion himself in his own self-created image. A man no longer received his being 
ready-made from nature, but rather must acquire it, indeed must form it through virtu and ars.
110
 
His value was dependent upon the greater or lesser power of this formation. A wise man was 
therefore he who has passed through the normal contradictions that are contained within man, 
thereby recognizing and overcoming them in the process. Self-knowledge and knowledge of the 
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world were no longer distinct procedures that move in opposite directions as they had been for his 
medieval forebears.
111
 He had become, for the first time, wholly autonomous. 
Once more we see Pico comparing this high state of man with architecture: ―Now the Highest 
Father, God the Architect, according to the laws of His secret wisdom, built this house of the world, 
this world which we see, the most sacred temple of His divinity.‖ He went on to echo Ficino‘s 
entreaty in 1486: ―You who are confined by no limits, shall determine for yourself your own nature, 
in accordance with your own freedom of will, in whose hand I have placed you. I have set you at 
the centre of the world, so that from there you may more easily survey whatever is in this world.‖ 
112
 
These, surely, are the remarks of a man supremely at ease with his place in the world. There is no 
self-doubt demonstrated in his observations, or indeed any recourse to a higher authority for some 
form of ratification of existence. Pico is celebrating something new, a blithe trust in homo 
spiritualis, the spiritual man, and his desire to direct his energies towards renewal, rebirth and 
regeneration. Such was the man that Giulia Gonzaga had desired her nephew Vespasiano to 
become. She had staked her life on him transcending his age as soon as he was able. 
We are therefore in the presence of a man whose complexity was determined by other factors 
beside that of a keen interest in town planning or architecture. Vespasiano was fully aware of the 
responsibilities towards his class and his destiny that had been laid out for him by his aunt. More 
than likely, he would have studied men like Ficino and Mirandola during his minority. He probably 
returned to them later in life as proof of his ambition. Their visions of the ideal man were both 
comprehensive and exhilarating—they presupposed a reaching out towards horizons that had 
previously been off-limits because of religious prejudice and the constraints of feudal society.  
The new man was a phenomenon. He bestrode his age in so many endeavours: philosophy, 
science, poetry, painting, architecture, discovery, trade, diplomacy, and even war. He was restless, 
given to extravagant gestures, always looking for new ways to achieve fame. As Girolamo Cardano 
said of himself in a moment of uninhibited honesty: ―It is scarcely surprising, therefore, that I, 
urged on by love of fame, seek it; what is surprising is that I can still seek it … Be that as it may, an 
unshakable ambition remains.‖113 
The Universal Man was nothing if not totally honest with himself. He rather enjoyed how the 
world saw him, warts and all. Moreover, Cardona had no hesitation in describing himself in such a 
manner: ―I am a man of medium height; my feet are short, wide near the toes, and rather too high at 
the heels … My chest is somewhat narrow and my arms slender … Over the eyebrow of my left eye 
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is a blotch or wart … I have a fixed gaze as if in meditation. My complexion varies ….‖114 This is 
no description of an idealized relief that we might see on a medieval tomb, but rather a man 
depicted in all his aspects. 
Giulia would have made sure that the young Duke was placed in the care of the very best 
humanists of the day. Men such as Gandolfo Porrino
115
 and Gianmichele Bruto were brought to 
Naples to teach him ―Tuscan, Latin, and Greek,‖ as well as instruct him in mathematics, public 
speaking, poetry, philosophy and the art of horsemanship. We can assume that he excelled in his 
studies given that the court poet Giantommaso Arena Napoletano found it in his heart—and 
probably at an advantage to his pocket—to celebrate his attributes in a sonnet. ―Wise, illustrious 
and courteous, this Lord,‖ wrote the poet, much to Giulia‘s satisfaction in lieu of the money she 
paid out to his tutors and admirers alike. For this was the age of flattery, and Vespasiano, even in 
his youth, was not averse to hearing his name immortalized. It was a habit he never lost, given his 
love and appreciation of poetry. Many of his poems have come down to us, and they too display not 
a little talent for self-idealization: 
 
I hardly change my steps, and on my face 
Appears the true image of death, 
But never shall come the evening of my day.
116
 
 
The example of one such humanist has been transmitted to us, giving details of the method of 
teaching typical of his day. Vittorino da Feltre (1378–1446) studied Latin under John of Ravenna 
and rhetoric with Gasparino Garzizza. Once an impoverished student himself, Vittorino naturally 
favoured a style of education that emphasised a conviviality between rich and poor. From the richer 
pupils he required fees proportionate to their means—the wealthy were made to support the needy, 
while he obtained the satisfaction of knowing that young men like himself might be relieved of the 
pressure of want in their pursuit of knowledge. He expected a strong moral ethic to be adhered to, 
as well as encouraging high thinking and plain living among his pupils. He taught in Padua and 
Venice for a time until he caught the eye of Gian Francesco Gonzaga, one of Vespasiano‘s 
forebears, who asked him to come to Mantua and teach his children. There he turned Casa Zojosa, a 
pleasure garden villa made available to him by Gian Francesco, into a semi-monastic retreat for 
eager students at a fee of twenty sequins per month. Plain clothes, simple habits, and frugal meals 
were soon introduced as the rule of the household. We know that Vespasiano also liked to wear 
rough-woven clothes when he was not on official business, so that such frugal habits were a part of 
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his makeup also. The role of the humanist teacher, it seems, was to imbue his charges with robust 
bodies and healthy minds.  
Vittorino relied on learning by heart and repetition as the surest method of achieving a refined 
style. He was careful that his students should distinguish between different types of literary 
excellence, neither confounding Cicero with Seneca nor Virgil with Lucan, but striving to 
appreciate the special qualities of each. Pure principles of taste were what he wished to inculcate in 
his students. He censured the affectations of rhetoric, and judged the Latin elegists as ill-suited for 
the training of young students.  
The refinement that distinguished Vittorino made him prefer the graces of a chaste manner to the 
high-sounding phrases of emphatic declaration. His pupils were taught to see that they had 
something to say first, and then to say it with simplicity and grace. This purity of taste was a matter 
of aesthetic sensibility for Vittorino. He discouraged swearing, vulgar joking and obscene language 
among his charges. For him, lying was a grave offence. Judging by the interest shown by 
Vespasiano‘s uncles, Ercole and Ferrante Gonzaga in the north, who often asked Giulia to report to 
them about his progress, the young Duke received a similar education.  
The tradition established in Mantua in the House of Gonzaga by Vittorino da Feltre was made to 
extend as far south as Fondi and Naples. It made for the realization of a certain kind of person, one 
who welcomed transformation in a manner consistent with his training and his beliefs—what 
Greenblatt so acutely observes as the ―executive power of the will.‖117 In the sixteenth-century, he 
tells us, there appears to be an increased self-consciousness about the fashioning of human identity 
as a manipulable, artful process. This person was to be a Promethean-like figure capable of acting 
out the natural potential of man as a bringer of wisdom and culture. ―To be,‖ ―to live,‖ ―to feel‖ and 
―to think‖ (Essere, Vivere, Sentire and Intelligere according to Nicolas of Cusa) became the mantra 
of this new man. He became, as Pico di Mirandola remarked, a ―free maker‖ [plastes et factor] in 
his striving towards self-affirmation.
118
 
One must therefore picture Vespasiano Gonzaga living in a rarefied atmosphere of learning in 
his youth, acquiring gravità, or dignity, then considered a very Spanish quality. Under the strict 
guidance of his aunt, he became a member of a select group of men and women whose education 
was of paramount concern to all those who surrounded him. In keeping with the doctrine of the 
humanists of the age, he had to learn how to redeem himself and the world by a concentrated act of 
recognition. As Ficino insisted: ―It is the peculiarity of all divine spirits that, while they contemplate 
the higher, they do not cease to look at the lower and to care for it. It is also characteristic of our 
soul that it is concerned not only for its own body but for the bodies of all earthly things and for the 
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earth itself, to cultivate them and further them.‖119 This cultivation, this ―culture‖ of the sensible 
world, constituted a basic task of the spirit.
120
 Vespasiano became the inheritor of intentions and 
attributes directed towards the objectification of knowledge and its acquisition.  
He was destined to become, in Francesco Patrizzi‘s words, a ―thinking consciousness,‖ 121 
capable of being moved by love to divide himself in two, and to confront the world of objects of 
knowledge as objects of contemplation. Such an act of knowledge initiated a division that was also 
capable of overcoming what they—and he—stood for, thus negating the distance between the 
object and consciousness itself. It meant, in a certain sense, that a man might become one with the 
object. Dante had already defined such a condition in Aristotelian, or rather Averroist, terms, as the 
continuous actualization of the potential intellect—that is, the realization of all the potentialities of 
the human mind. 
This new relationship to the object was to have significant implications in Vespasiano‘s 
approach to architecture and the arrangement of urban space later in his life. He was to learn from 
philosophers and mathematicians alike how to replace aggregate space—that is, the accumulation of 
objects without adherence to any pre-conceived form (as we see it in medieval towns and cities)—
with system space as the reflection of function.
122
 He was to discover that space had to be stripped 
of its objectivity, of is substantial nature, to be re-discovered as a free, ideal complex of lines that in 
turn generated a geometrical approach to town planning. Rather than observing space as a simple 
expression of homogeneity, where elements possess their own fixed constitutions, it must instead be 
synthetically constructed as a systematic whole. The first requirement is that ideal space must obey 
a strictly unitary law that makes it possible for all points in space to be part of one geometrical 
conception, be it in a town or a building. A universality of movement then comes into being, which 
in turn reflects a universal order of conception.  
This idea of movement in accordance with ideal and mathematical arrangements of space lies at 
the heart of Renaissance theory. It is, in essence, a manifestation of concinnity. By creating system 
space, architects and town planners were able to invoke freedom of movement and thought. It is no 
accident that Vespasiano, after Emperor Rudolf II made him a duke in 1577, added the word 
Libertas to his coat-of-arms to re-affirm his independence. It didn‘t mean that he had granted 
freedom to his subjects—not at all. What it meant was that he, along with Sabbioneta, had become 
spatial entities forever related to one another by an act of ―thinking consciousness.‖ The coat-of-
arms, bearing the newly granted double imperial eagle and Libertas in a bend on the ceiling of the 
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Hall of Gold in the Ducal Palace, was the summation of a philosophic fact—the ideal city was a 
product of thought. His thought. 
A new sense of subjectivity had arisen in the mind of the Universal Man at this point in time. He 
was no longer merely the possessor of what Castiglione called sprezzatura, a gentility of manner or 
indeed aplomb.
123
 For such a man, the ―world out there‖ was no longer a simple statement of 
objectivity, a pure givenness that stemmed from the material world. The philosophers readily 
admitted that man‘s relationship to the world oscillated between its assumed object-ness and 
something more subtle, namely its ambivalence in relation to how it might be perceived. 
We should consider such qualities so essential to the making of a well-rounded man at this time, 
as they reflect upon Vespasiano‘s development. At one level, a man, according to Castiglione, 
should display a quiet majesty of bearing, not only in physical posture but also in the choice of 
clothes and the material they are made of. This may be expressed as gravita riposta, and reflect a 
harmonious balance between self-revelation and reticence, a modest simplicity balanced by mildly 
assertive decoration. A man should avoid fast dances and ride in a relaxed way, in contrast to the 
heavy gait of a medieval knight. His social virtues should of course be characterized by sprezzatura, 
an ease and coolness free from affectation. Grace and aplomb are the hallmarks of this new man 
who bestrides the salons as well as the field of battle. He is open, even-tempered, not at all given to 
excessive gestures or display.  
Such a man reflects a measured greatness in all that he does and says. In itself, one might see this 
type of mannerism as a more subtle form of affectation, if it were not designed to put a person at 
their ease. Above all, a man must be a gentleman as distinct from seeming to be so.
124
 To be an 
uomo universale, therefore, was to adapt the best elements of the chivalric tradition, while at the 
same time incorporating the revived ideals of ancient Greek kalokagathia.
125
 That is, the conception 
of the gentleman as both an ethical agent and an artistically structured self, the man in whose 
actions there is no separation of what is good from what is beautiful.
126
  
Perfection, therefore, lies in the development and mastery of the major capacities of human 
nature—a mastery that can only be achieved by discipline, not by suppression. Raphael‘s portraits, 
as an example, suggest the ideal type of perfection to which men and societies must strive to attain. 
It was this kind of moral framework that teachers such as Vittorino da Feltre strove to inculcate into 
his young charges at his school outside Mantua, working for one of Vespasiano‘s forbears, Gian 
Francesco Gonzaga. For him, as for others, ancient literature was the voice itself of humanitas, the 
                                                 
123 Baldassare Castiglione, The Book of the Courtier. (New York: Scribner‘s, 1903). I.26: ―But having before now often considered 
whence this grace proceeds … I find one universal rule concerning it … that is, to avoid affectation to the uttermost … and to use 
possibly a new word [to describe it] sprezzatura, to practice in every thing a certain nonchalance.‖ 
124 Joseph Mazzeo, Renaissance and Revolution. (London: Methuen and Co. 1965). 
125 Kalokagathia means ―nobility, goodness,‖ from καλός (kalos, ―beautiful‖) και (kai, ―and‖) ἀγαθός (agathos, ―good‖). This is 
Platonic teaching based upon the philosophy of a bodily, moral, and spiritual whole. 
126 Ibid.  
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civilizing force that made men free and whole, refining their sensibility and moulding their moral 
attitudes.
127
 
Multiplicity had entered into the scheme of things. Though not new in terms of Scholastic or 
theological analysis, it was new in the way it was manipulated in the creation of l‘uomo universale. 
Pietro Pomponazzi (1462–1525), a notable exponent of Aristotle, was quite explicit in this respect 
when he argued the case for man‘s ambiguity in relation to the world: 
Man is clearly not of simple but of multiple, not of certain but of ambiguous nature, and he is to be 
placed as a mean between mortal and immortal things. This is plain to see if we examine his essential 
operations, as it is from such operations that essences are made known. For in performing the 
functions of the vegetative and of the sensitive soul, which … cannot be performed without a bodily 
and perishable instrument, man assumes a mortality. However, in knowing and willing, operations 
which throughout the whole … [these] are held to be performed without any bodily instrument, since 
they prove separability and immateriality, and in turn prove immortality.
128
 
Here we come face to face with a wholly different idea of the transcendent. While God may or 
may not be implicit in what the philosopher is saying, one cannot avoid the notion that he is also 
suggesting autonomy from scriptural and theological authority. He is asking man to break free from 
the hierarchy of forms that ultimately lead to God, in a bid to set a new agenda for himself. Such an 
agenda was to place man at the centre of his own universe, and to have the courage to think of his 
Christian heritage, in terms of the Bible at least, as being—in the words of Juan de Valdes (1498–
1541), an Erasmian humanist living in exile in Naples, and a close friend of Giulia Gonzaga—his 
own book. Suddenly, the Book becomes the possession of one man; namely, the individual who is 
prepared to embark upon a course of exegesis that allows his mind to become his book! As Valdes 
wrote: 
I am accustomed to call my mind my book; because in this are contained my opinions, both false and 
true. In this I discover my confidence and my diffidence, my faith and my unbelief, my hope and my 
negligence, my charity and my enmity. In this I find also my humility and my presumption, my 
meekness and my impatience, my modesty and my arrogance, my simple-mindedness and my 
curiosity, my resolution against the world and my deference to it, my firmness against myself and my 
own self-love … This is my book.129 
One senses here a revolutionary interpretation of man in relation to belief, and to the past. The 
Universal Man is now able to wander at will along the byways of human history without feeling 
that he has abandoned his Christian heritage. Highlighting this freedom, Valdes, himself a 
Protestant sympathizer, wrote: ―If the Christian faith was not spiritual and divine, it would not give 
rise to the very tension I experience between faith and doubt.‖130 Suddenly a new world opens up to 
                                                 
127  William Woodward, Vittorino da Feltre and Other Humanist Educators. (New York: Bureau of Publications Columbia 
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129 Ibid. 
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the Universal Man—a world that allows him to become the subject and hero of his own story. He 
had become a ―free-maker‖ in his own right. 
The mind is now the theatre in which man plays out the creation of his self-image. He is free to 
perform in accordance with an entirely different set of criteria presently at his disposal. He is able to 
see and investigate true being by turning away from the immediate and sensible perceptions of 
things by making a journey into their essence. For Plato, this journey is a journey into mathematics. 
According to the philosopher, it is the ―second journey‖ that leads to the very shores of the realm of 
ideas—and by implication, into the streets of Sabbioneta as an example of system space. We are 
witnessing the end of the belief that being could be seized ―with bare hands,‖ and so put forward as 
a statement about the objectivity of matter. Finally, it had been acknowledged that nature could 
never present us with a body ―completely left unto itself,‖ but rather Leonardo‘s ragioni, or reason, 
must be harnessed to experience in an attempt to uncover its veracity. 
It is at this point that we arrive at Goethe‘s concept of ―exact sensible fantasy,‖ with its own 
rules and standards, as the arbiter of what Leonardo understood to be the ideal of science—that of 
the perfection of seeing (saper vedere). From now on, the Universal Man regarded ―abstraction‖ 
and ―vision‖ as being collaborations in the task of building edifices in the imagination. Every great 
artist began to build these edifices, whether they were on canvas, out of stone, or as ideal cities on 
the ground. Their self-awareness became the foil for a new impetus towards constructing a 
landscape out of nature that was entirely self-absorbed. In doing so, it became referential, the 
outcome of a knowledge and reverence for antiquity derived as much from books as from actual 
experience.  
The ruins of Rome were thus able to rise up as an example of a wholly different sort of piety 
given over to the idealization of man as someone in charge of his own destiny. As Montaigne was 
to write some time later: ―This same Rome that we see deserves our love, having been for so long 
and by so many ties allied with our own crown: the only common and universal city.‖ L‘uomo 
universale thus carried with him the age-old inheritance of antiquity with its implications of the 
divine hero in the mould of Achilles, Pericles, and Alexander. In reality, Renaissance man was 
never far from associating himself with what Virgil celebrated as the ―golden now.‖ It was his ―bit 
of Paradise,‖ to be recreated again and again in order to demonstrate man‘s proximity to perfection. 
Once more we arrive at this new idea of transcendence—one that is conditioned by man‘s capacities 
rather than his beliefs. 
It may be that this new sense of transcendence had already been intimated in the life of Petrarch 
years earlier. We know that during his stay among the woods around Reggio, the sudden sight of an 
impressive landscape so affected him that he resumed a poem, which he had long laid aside. The 
deepest impression made on him, however, was after his ascent of Mont Ventoux in France. There 
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he experienced: ―An indefinable longing for a distant panorama [that] grew stronger and stronger in 
him, ‗till at length the accidental sight of a passage in Livy provoked an immediate act of 
recognition.‖ He decided to climb Mont Ventoux with his brother in pursuit of this memory. 
Struggling upwards, until the clouds laying beneath their feet, they at last reached the top. Instead of 
describing the view from the summit, Petrarch contemplated himself in what he saw: ―his whole 
past life, with all its follies‖ as an extension, as a substrate of that view. He then opened 
Augustine‘s Confessions and read, ‗men go forth, and admire lofty mountains and broad seas, and 
roaring torrents and the ocean, forgetting their own selves in doing so‘.‖131  
Here was a man entering into the object of his perception at last. Transcendence, for him, 
became a feeling of otherness and a forgetting of self, precipitated as it was by reading from an 
ancient text, not some deep affinity to God as it might have been for St Augustine.
132
 In this 
context, already one can see Sabbioneta‘s streets extending out of sight, perfectly aligned, 
untroubled by any sense of mergence or closure. Transcendence, in the civic sense, was always 
going to be the imposition of thought and reason upon an intractable and aggregate space. It would 
become, in the words of Erasmus, a place where ―… monarchy without tyranny, aristocracy without 
factions, democracy without tumult, wealth without luxury …‖ would become commonplace.133 
The new man, as Vespasiano Gonzaga considered himself to be, saw himself in a uniquely 
objective light—a model of excellence and taste, someone willing to confront nature and the world 
with a certain laissez faire. He would read Castiglione to perfect his manners, and Ficino or 
Pomponazzi to deepen his insight. He was capable of designing fortifications, castles, and churches 
on the one hand, while creating the most perfect evocation of womanhood in the Madonna of the 
Rocks on the other. There was no limit to his insatiability when it came to learning, to discovery, to 
penetrating the mysteries of matter. Galileo‘s telescope was the bridgehead to a revolutionary vision 
of the world in relation to the universe in a later age. Furthermore, Gutenberg‘s tinkering with 
typeface allowed the book to be transformed into a universal currency that spelt the beginning of 
the democratization of ideas.  
The free delineation of the human spirit was now in the hands of young men who resisted the 
calls of authority to be silent. Pico della Mirandola had no qualms, it seems, about going to Rome to 
confront the church with his nine hundred theses in defence of Platonic mysticism, even if it did 
provoke a charge of heresy being laid against him. Indeed, this beautiful young man, so much the 
master in all disciplines of thought, became the epitome of l‘uomo universale for many. His nature, 
his dignity, and his demeanour impressed everyone who met him. ―Nature,‖ wrote Poliziano, 
―seems to have showered on this man, or hero, all her gifts … You could not say whether his talents 
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or his moral qualities conferred on him the greater lustre.‖ 134 We are confronted here with a man 
not born for pleasure, but rather to attain to the most sublime ideal of humanity that is possible. He 
put intellectual energy above physical enjoyment, dignity above personal aggrandizement. 
One only has to view the clarity by which such men viewed themselves. It is almost as if they 
delighted in turning their attention upon their person as objects worthy of study. These men were 
less introspective than they were fascinated by their own presence in the world. In a sense, they 
made of themselves ―chosen objects‖ to be studied and categorized in relation to whatever talents 
and attributes they might possess. An untroubled calm and enthusiasm permeated their every 
endeavour, notwithstanding the constraints of class or economic disadvantage. An aristocrat like 
Pico could conceivably make friends with a former scullery boy such as Vittorino de Feltre. While 
Lorenzo de Medici could raise an impoverished youth like Marsilio Ficino to his table and make 
him his equal. It was an age when quality of intellect became the passport to fraternity and 
collaboration. A new aristocracy had been fashioned by those willing to embark upon a voyage of 
discovery into the province of thought.  
They came together in places such as Careggi, Caffagiolo, and Poggio to discuss philosophy and 
art among equals. ―In a villa overhanging the towers of Florence,‖ wrote the austere Hallam, moved 
by his own eloquence, ―on the steep slope of that lovely hill crowned by the mother city, the ancient 
Fiesole, in gardens which Tully might have envied, with Ficino, Landino, and Politian by his side, he 
delighted his hours of pleasure with the beautiful visions of Platonic philosophy, for which the 
summer stillness of an Italian sky appears the most congenial accompaniment.‖135 He could have 
included artists like Michelangelo and Botticelli in their company just as easily, and so completed 
this remarkable convivium dedicated to all the subtleties and delights of discussion. We know, for 
example, that the programme for Botticelli‘s Primavera and the Birth of Venus was probably 
directly suggested by the Neo-Platonic allegories of Ficino and his circle. Ficino himself wrote a 
letter to Lorenzo describing the significance of Venus as embodying the ideal of humanitas. 
No one more aware of himself as a ―chosen object‖ do we find than Leon Battista Alberti, the 
architect, art theorist and moralist (1404–1472). He alone gives us an intimate portrait of the 
humanist cum artist as an example of the Universal Man. In a moving self-portrait, he details every 
aspect of his development from childhood to maturity. ―Born free and educated liberally,‖ he saw 
himself as the primary material from which a work of art might be fashioned. Instead of using 
canvas, paint, chisel or stone as the material of his creation, he proposed none other than his person 
as the palette upon which he might mix his colours, and so realize the painting that was to be 
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Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
83 
l‘uomo universale. Gone was the flourish of anonymity or the particular piety of the medieval artist 
in coming to terms with the creative process.  
To Alberti, there seemed nothing more appropriate than to make himself the subject of his own 
work of art. This was concinnity made into something organic, a living template of perfection 
constructed out of body and mind. Moral superiority was assumed. He had no hesitation in claiming 
for himself unqualified insight when it came to judging others: ―He had within himself a ray by 
which he could sense the good or evil intentions of men towards himself. Simply by looking at 
them, he could discover most of the defects of anyone in his presence.‖136 These are the remarks of 
a man dedicated to objectifying himself in a bid to affirm exemplarity. We are no longer in the 
presence of a saint but of a man that has placed himself above sanctity. Grace has been replaced by 
what Alberti calls a ―ray.‖ This was none other than the ray of sensibility that transcended any need 
of divine intervention. 
Can we understand his litany of attributes as anything other than an example of unbridled 
egotism? I think we can, for the very reason that he saw himself as serving ―genius rather than 
fame.‖ Further: ―his mind was never free from meditation and deliberation. He rarely stayed at 
home out of the public eye, without deliberating on something ….‖137 Here, one becomes conscious 
of the public and private personas jostling one another for attention. Battista was never far from 
seeing himself as if through a magnifying glass. He was his own most engaging specimen, a crafted 
object of exquisite taste and sensibility. Despising the pursuits of material gain, he made generosity 
the key to his character. Not only are we in the presence of a man ―circumspect in his habits,‖ but 
we also see someone who regarded even a walk about the city or a ride on a horse as an occasion 
for ―art adding to art‖ in his attempt to appear artless. When it came to a personal display of 
concinnity, Alberti new how to pose as the living embodiment of his own architectural 
masterpieces. Indeed, it seems he had become his own masterpiece! 
Even as we enter into his penned self-portrait, we find ourselves admiring his unwitting self-
absorption. ―He played ball,‖ he wrote of himself, ―hurled the javelin, ran, leaped, wrestled, and 
above all delighted in the steep ascent of mountains; he applied himself to all these things for the 
sake of health rather than sport or pleasure. With his feet standing together, he could leap over the 
shoulders of a man standing by; he had almost no equal among those hurling the lance. An arrow 
shot by his hand from his chest could penetrate the strongest iron breastplate. With his left foot 
lifted from the ground to the wall of a church, he could throw an apple into the air so high that it 
could go far beyond the top of the highest roofs.‖138  
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These are no ordinary feats but those of a man masquerading as an Olympian athlete. Perhaps 
Alberti‘s close study of Roman statuary had led him to see himself as a Homeric hero. It seems that 
he had become so entangled in the myth of antiquity that he saw himself in the act of resuscitation 
as a thinker and architect. In this respect, nearly all Renaissance art is directed towards perpetuating 
an ideal portrait of man as an inhabitant of a perfect world. For Homeric or Virgilian man, glory 
was the only possible achievement to strive for; his Renaissance counterpart was more than 
satisfied with fame as its aftertaste. As Alberti wrote of himself: ―And finally he embraced with zeal 
and forethought everything which pertained to fame.‖ 
Ultimately, for Alberti, logomania became an incurable disease. It was the disease of the age that 
rivalled even syphilis. He admitted it himself:  
He often said that not even in letters had he noticed what he called the satiety of all things among 
mortals; for to him letters, in which he delighted so greatly, seemed sometimes like flowering and 
richly fragrant buds, so that hunger or sleep could scarcely detract him from his books. At other times, 
however, those very letters swarmed together like scorpions before his eyes, so that he could see 
nothing but books.
139
 
His metaphors are pregnant with symbolism. He, the archetypal lover, has charged himself with 
deflowering language. At the same time, words stung him with their poison. His words and his 
subsequent books became weapons used in a lifelong assault on ignorance, on man as a limited 
being. As Pico della Mirandola remarked: ―You, who are confined by no limits, shall determine for 
yourself your own nature in accordance with your own free will ….‖140 This is the apotheosis of the 
Universal Man, his final realization as a creature of language as well as a validation of Juan de 
Valdes‘ acceptance of his mind being that of a book.  
One must seriously consider Alberti‘s confession. It is the remark of a person that had conceived 
a programme of excellence unlike that of any other in history. No one before him, perhaps, had ever 
been that self-conscious. ―Affable, gentle, and harmful to no one,‖ he projected upon the cities in 
which he worked as an architect an almost perfect apparati or scenic arrangement. It is no accident 
that theatre and architecture fed off one another at this time. Not content to build ideal cities, the 
Universal Man sought to recreate them inside his theatres. Castiglione tells us so himself:  
The scene was laid in a very fine city, with streets, palaces, churches, and towers, all in relief, and 
looking as if they were real [my italics], the effect being completed by admirable paintings in 
scientific perspective. Among other objects there was an octagon church
141
 in low relief, so well 
finished that, even if all the workman in the duchy of Urbino had been employed, it seems hardly 
possible to think that all this had been done in four months!
142
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Which was more real—Alberti‘s attempts as an architect to triumph over space in a way that was 
respectful of classicism? Or Castiglione‘s description of an ideal city constructed inside a great hall, 
somewhere in Urbino, as a theatrical event? Judging by the latter‘s remarks, his city was more real 
than Alberti‘s. Between them they had gone to great lengths to build an imaginative pavilion into 
which men could wander at will—whether they be citizens or actors, it mattered little. The 
confusion between urban space and theatrical space leads us to believe that men like Alberti and 
Castiglione did not see them as in any way being all that different. The Universal Man played out 
his life in an ideal city because only there could he be ―defined by no limits.‖ Equally, such a city 
became his theatre of life. It was as if the whole of life had been transformed into a masked ball, a 
revel. 
Such an observation goes to the very heart of the Universal Man‘s understanding of his place in 
the world. All his actions were directed towards de-limiting himself. There was never another time 
in history when men in so many stations of life felt the need to affirm their identity by some 
supreme act of public commitment. ―What do you have that you can bring forth, by virtue of your 
profession, for the public good?‖ asks Alberti. Nothing if not a desire to strut the stage of life 
dressed in the clothes of a courtier, supported by a wall of books in one‘s study, ready to dash off 
plans of a cathedral or palace, sensible to the images and forms of artistic endeavour, conscious of 
the great discoveries of men like Columbus, Vasco da Gama, and Magellan, and suspicious of 
doctrinal orthodoxy as a palliative to belief, while all along being secretly indifferent to the relic of 
feudalism that underpinned Renaissance life.  
Men like Alberti, Mirandola, Castiglione, Machiavelli, Cardano, Erasmus, and Juan de Valdes 
are none other than our precursors. They made it possible for men to embrace the world in a way 
that signalled the end of a narrow clericalism fashioned from theology or the machinations of 
church hierarchy in Rome. In a sense, these men had reclaimed the West‘s classical legacy for us 
all, thus enabling Europeans to put into context those ancient Semitic perspectives that had been 
their inheritance since the beginning of the Christian era. Because of these men, Greece, like a bear 
in spring, had awoken in the soul of Europe once more. 
The young Vespasiano Gonzaga was heir to this great impulse. Even as he sat and listened to his 
tutors on cool mornings in a study or courtyard in Naples or Fondi, he was taking in this new 
knowledge, conscious that one day he would be called upon to bring forth some new and original 
insights from his studies. Reading Homer and Virgil, Cicero and Ariosto, and studying the works of 
Vitruvius and Alberti, required more of him than simply becoming in time a man of erudition. His 
task from hereon was to apply himself to some great moment, even if in his adolescent years this 
was not immediately forthcoming.  
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Notwithstanding, his aunt had charted the course of his life in great detail from her rooms in the 
monastery of San Francesco where she had lived after the sack of Fondi. Nothing had been left to 
chance. Vespasiano was the jewel in her crown, the glittering memory of her dead brother and 
father in this remarkable young man. One senses that Giulia had taken Castiglione‘s desire to 
fashion illusion as reality to a new level. Not only had she wished to create a perfect man, but she 
had somehow perpetrated the kind of man no longer content to accept the embellished image as 
sufficient unto itself. Whereas Leonardo and Michelangelo might have been content to glorify the 
image in great works of art, Vespasiano was born to do something altogether different. His illusion 
was to become the city itself. It was to be his work of art. He was going to create in real space what 
Castiglione was content to describe as a piece of theatre only. In doing so, he would complete the 
task Giulia had set herself: to fashion a man as a perfect image of humanitas capable of 
transforming his age by an act of rehabilitation.  
     For Vespasiano, as for his aunt, Sabbioneta was to become more than the embodiment of La 
Città ideale—it was to be a projection of all that a man might desire in the realms of order and 
exactitude. Unlike the cities of northern Europe, with their emphasis upon financial transaction and 
trade (la città funzionale), Sabbioneta was to be more than a city dedicated merely to defence (la 
città-macchine di defesa). Instead, it was to become an emblem of forma urbis di valore universale, 
a city of excellence.
143
 Paradise, it seems, was to be reconstructed on the plains of Italy so that all 
might one day enter its garden. 
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How does a man erase from memory events that he would rather forget? Some might advocate 
retiring to a monastery to do penance. Others might suggest war in a foreign land in the hope of 
returning home covered in glory. Still others might recommend entering into a state of denial, thus 
allowing time to do its work. It is clear that Vespasiano Gonzaga knew only one way to make 
amends for what had happened in Sabbioneta during those fateful days leading up to Diana‘s death. 
That was, to depart for Spain once more. Within a few weeks he had quit his city, barely staying 
long enough to celebrate Christmas with friends. Spain, with its arid plains and sombre cities long 
used to dealing with the provenance of guilt, was a fitting place to rebuild his shattered life. 
We know that Vespasiano spent a good deal of time considering his personal situation, as he 
wrote a long letter to Giulia telling her that he was living in the country on the estate of his good 
friend, the Duke of Sessa. There, it seemed, he spent many hours meditating before a statue of the 
Holy Virgin (Sua Maesta) in a chapel, pleading with her to lift this ―burden‖ (carico) from his 
shoulders, and so help him to regain his equilibrium. He longed to be released from the stain of 
Diana‘s death, even if it meant finding a way to justify his actions. ―It is as if I have entered a 
square in the hope of discussing my predicament with someone, but the place is deserted,‖ he wrote 
to Giulia. Of course, he was alluding to his personal loss, not to the fact that it was he who had 
ordered his wife‘s death in the first place. Vespasiano must have felt that his guilt might never be 
allayed. 
Later, he decided to return to Fondi in an attempt to pick up the threads of his life in the 
company of old friends. He wrote to Bernardino Rota and Luigi Bernardi da Fondi forthwith, telling 
them of his immanent arrival. What they discussed in the gardens at Villa Margellina will never be 
known, but one can begin to speculate. These elderly philosophers, some of them his former 
teachers, would have likely alerted him to his responsibilities as a duke. Onore must at all cost be 
preserved—it was, after all, the sole currency of his authority, and not there to be frittered away on 
reliving the past or indulging in any personal sense of guilt. To make amends he must continue his 
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great work. Sabbioneta must be made to rise up out of the rubble of the past, and so justify his 
dream of a perfect life. 
Travelling north in late February 1562, probably with Giulia and his mother, he stopped off in 
Rome for a few days to seek an audience with Pope Pius IV. Vespasiano was eager to have him 
ratify the statutes governing the newly won ecclesiastical freedom he had gained for his church in 
Sabbioneta. These were duly granted, and he arrived home in time to attend the wedding of his half-
sister Beatrice by his mother and the Duke of Sulmona. The celebrations, including numerous 
dances, orations, theatre presentations and a foot tournament, were held in Cremona and Mantua. 
On the day of the tournament, Vespasiano found himself matched with his captain-of-the-guard, 
Mezzochio, in a fierce mock battle against all-comers from the nearby towns and villages, which 
they managed to win. In celebration of this event, Vespasiano ordered his tiny mint to issue 
commemoration coins, which were duly distributed among the crowd.
144
 
At about this time, Vespasiano made the decision to fully dedicate himself to the realization of 
Sabbioneta as an ideal city. Until then he had been more or less an enthusiast for the concept, a 
dilettante eager to identify himself with architecture as a method of determining his place in the 
world. In a sense, he had merely been playing with the philosophic implications of building such a 
city. Now he wanted to participate in the actual work of construction—to get his hands dirty, so to 
speak. At the inauguration of the academy of Sabbioneta in 1562, his friend Mario Nizolio, who 
was a resident scholar in Sabbioneta, explicitly referred the city as: ―neither more nor less than a 
new Rome.‖145  
Not content to appoint a new fortification expert by the name of Girolamo Cattaneo from 
Rapallo, he also spent many hours in his study going over mathematical calculations relating to the 
outer walls, the enceinte and bastions, the bulwarks and moat. Sabbioneta‘s fortifications were to be 
similar to those at Grosseto and Lucca in Tuscany. These relied on four-corner bastions that gave a 
clear firing line so as to cover every potential angle of attack. Sabbioneta was to be made 
impregnable, a haven against political uncertainty and invasions. 
In the city itself the formal grid layout of ―thirty regular islands,‖ so carefully articulated by 
Vitruvius, was finally executed, and then unaccountably disrupted. The idea of establishing a rigid 
layout of streets, before breaking it up into a series of L and T-traps, was a typical Mannerist trait. 
Closed streets, deliberately slanted recessions on facades in certain thoroughfares, and the use of 
cornerstones to mark off the construction limits of houses in the ancient Roman manner all are 
features of Sabbioneta‘s planning and construction.  
                                                 
144 The Paris ―Cabinet des Medailles‖ possesses four fine specimens. The first bear the complicated coat-of-arms of Vespasiano with 
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motto LIBERTAS on them. 
145 Mario Nizolio (1498–1576) was an Italian humanist scholar, known as a proponent of Cicero. He considered rhetoric to be the 
central intellectual discipline, slighting other aspects of the philosophical tradition. 
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Central to the concept of the city‘s urban planning was the emphasis placed upon streets, with a 
view to affirming the practical and aesthetical effects of the continuous façade on buildings. This 
continuous ―screen‖ of buildings enabled the shaping of self-contained squares and streets that 
would create an air of ambulation, whereby people might walk about more freely. The aim of the 
street system was to bring into sharper focus a sense of thoroughfare—that is, a feeling for 
exemplary divisions within the city itself which allowed people to move about in accordance with 
the kinds of work they did (for instance, markets, barracks, animal husbandry and festival activity).  
Though not yet realized on paper, Scamozzi‘s elaborate plan for an ideal city with its 
interconnecting networks was already foreshadowed in Vespasiano‘s model. The city was to 
embody a fluidity of movement and a feeling for volumetric space, as well as a transition from 
habitation to public display to merchant and trade quarters, with exactly the right sense of flow and 
passage. Clearly given to flattery when describing the recently built Ducal Palace, Bernardino 
Baldi, a prominent humanist writer and poet from nearby Guastalla, felt sure its equal lay 
elsewhere, in a more universal region of the heart. ―Vespasiano Duke of Sabbioneta,‖ he wrote, 
―himself a most magnificent builder, whose thought and heart are of singular grandeur, has built a 
palace that rivals even that of the Temple of Solomon.‖ Declamatory utterance trumpeting 
Jerusalem was very much the order of the day. 
This association with Solomon‘s Temple and the New Jerusalem remained a more or less hidden 
aspect of Sabbioneta‘s construction. The six-pointed star wall about the city, for example, employs 
the geometry of six, which is the image of matter, its construction simple and rational. Christ‘s body 
was said to embody this number, and by extension that of New Jerusalem. According to Chaldean 
astronomers, six was also the number by which the universe was made. The hexagon was a cosmic 
form that many Renaissance occultists, thinkers, and architects derived from their reading of 
Platonic and Pythagorean doctrine.  
Plato‘s account in Book V of Laws, detailing the mystical dimensions of the perfect city, made 
guarded reference to a secret canon of numbers that applied universally to every aspect of human 
life and activity, including government, astronomy, acoustics, kinetics, and divination. The number 
5040 he designated as the ideal number of citizens in a state, which in turn serves an essential 
purpose in the framing of laws and standards. Moreover, Alberti‘s belief in a universal system of 
harmony that reflected human proportions was derived from Pythagoras, a fact that Vespasiano 
would have been familiar with through his knowledge of the architect‘s work. In his ducal palace 
alone, the ground and first floors produce ratios within three percent of the Albertan prescription.
146
 
The time came when people were formally invited to take up residence in his city. In a public 
pronouncement attached to the door of the Law Court, Vespasiano requested all those living in the 
                                                 
146 James Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. (London: Bibliotheque McLean, 2009).  
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vicinity of Sabbioneta to become citizens, possessing every right and privilege that he was able to 
offer them, each according to their station in life. A small fee varying from fifty to one hundred 
scudi, depending upon whether a man was a ―merchant, notary, artisan, or flower seller,‖ enabled 
him to obtain the necessary permit to reside in the city. Clearly, there was a certain amount of 
coercion on his part—it appears that those who did not take up his offer were to be fined! Or, 
indeed, be whipped three times (strappamundo) and then pay a fine. His proclamation, however, is 
triumphal, if tongue in cheek: 
[We] … passionately desiring to fill with a considerable number of inhabitants our city of Sabbioneta, 
recently founded by ourselves, and to adorn and embellish it moreover, not only with mechanical arts 
necessary for human life, but more still, with humanities and those liberal disciplines, without which 
it is not possible to live well ….147 
Under the solemn gaze of Minerva, standing on her column in the Piazza del Castello, men, 
women, and their families tentatively arrived during the month of October 1562, and so were 
pronounced honorary citizens of Sabbioneta. The Duke, who now overlooked the main square in 
the form of Leone Leoni Aretino‘s newly sculpted bronze statue, must have felt that his work had 
finally been realized.
148
 Clad in Roman armour in the manner of the statue of Giuliano de Medici in 
Florence, his right hand raised in a gesture of command, his left resting on his seat and covering a 
book, the allegory at once became obvious: Arma et leges—war and the law had finally given shape 
to the city itself. Vespasiano had created his community, in a sense ex nihilo. Was this not the 
prerogative of God? 
It was the moment that Vespasiano had dreamt about—to see before him a construction that was 
artificial yet habitable. It brought into existence every premise by which the Universal Man was 
bound to his ideal of the city. Vespasiano wasted no time in inviting a celebrated philosopher of the 
day, Mario Nizoli di Brescello, one of the most strenuous protagonists of the Renaissance and 
author of a Cicero dictionary, to head his newly founded Accademia di umanita, where the Duke 
often personally taught literature, Latin, and Greek to poorer students exempted from paying fees, 
thus honouring the tradition established by Vittorino da Feltre in Mantua by his forebears many 
years earlier.
149
 Soon, young men from the best families of the region began to attend classes in his 
academy. Under the direction of Andrea Cavelli, a local artist, the tiny mint proceeded to 
manufacture coins with the statue of Pallas Athena as their motif, so affirming Vespasiano‘s 
commitment to the reign of intellect as the hallmark of his city. Sabbioneta was to be a place where 
learning, good governance, military preparedness, and civic values went hand in hand. 
                                                 
147 J. J. Jusserand, The School for Ambassadors. (New York: Putnam, 1925). 
148 There is some contention about timing here. Marini believed that the statue was placed in the square around this point in time, 
whereas Forster suggests that it was not cast until 1588. Considering that the depiction is of a man in the prime of life, perhaps in his 
mid-30s, it is hard to tell whether it is a realistic portrait or an idealization.  
149 Ibid. 
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Sabbioneta was conceived with the ducal rocca at its centre. Three major areas were brought into 
configuration: the ducal private sphere, the ducal public sphere, and the area of communal 
habitation and production. The private sphere included the rocca, the Palazzo Giardino or Villa, and 
the Galleria Grande overlooking the Piazza del Castello. The public sphere consisted of the Ducal 
Palace, the Law Court, the Administrator‘s Palace, the Mausoleum, and the Library. All three zones 
were designed to overlap and interpenetrate by way of large squares that represent a legal, religious 
and economic interaction, which constituted the very sphere of civic life.
150
  
Crucial buildings stood in the areas of overlap among these three zones. The parochial Church of 
the Assunta and the Law Court faced onto Piazza Grande, thus binding the ducal public sphere to 
that of habitation and production, which naturally flowed towards the forum of Piazza Grande 
where divine and temporal authority were jointly—and separately—manifest. Even Vespasiano‘s 
motto, DEI GRATIA DUX, an inscription repeated all over the city, emphasized this interlocking of 
divine and temporal authority. Vespasiano wanted to create a more layered and interactive concept 
of civic life. The old feudal ideal of inwardness was to be abandoned in favour of greater openness 
between the public and private spheres. 
This was in keeping with Alberti‘s view that the city must be transformed into a ―house‖ with a 
social inside—a civitas, thus avoiding the agglomeration of private houses devoted to narrow 
family self-interest. Under the communal ―roof‖ that covers houses, streets and squares, the various 
spheres begin to form as mutual complements to make up the city. A tight circle drawn around the 
private sphere, with a corresponding emphasis placed upon the public areas, defines urbanization, 
individuality and communal association in Sabbioneta. Facades mask the private sphere, whereas 
the public areas are turned into a stage for communal interaction—above all, for the activities of the 
Duke himself. Since Sabbioneta is his city, so his life oscillates between the intimacy and privacy of 
his personal quarters—where he of course rests, broods, and enjoys the company of friends—and 
the Ducal Palace, where he governs and receives official visitors.
151
  
Every detail of the city was designed to create a new relationship between the ruler and his 
people. Though not yet a true demos, Vespasiano and his architects were obviously grappling with 
issues that would one day realize a new covenant in the domain of civil administration. Strangely 
enough, neither the Ducal Palace nor Galleria Grande possessed women‘s chambers as formal 
entities. It seemed that the Duke was more obsessed with his own self-mage than that of others, as if 
masculinity were to be the dominant motif of his city.
152
 In contrast to Mantua and Ferrara, where it 
was vigorously practised, there is little sign of courtly life in Sabbioneta. This fact drew down the 
epithet that Vespasiano was a ―Lord without Court.‖ 
                                                 
150 See Forster, From ―Rocca‖ to ―Civitas‖: URBAN PLANNING at Sabbioneta. L‘Arte fasc.5 (March 1969), 25. 
151 Ibid. 
152 Susanne Grotz, Sabbioneta, die selbstinszenierung eines herrschers. (Marburg: Jonas Verlag, 1993). 
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The layout of Sabbioneta has been calculated with a stage-like effect in mind. We find this 
theatrical image in many frescoes painted on the walls in the Galleria and on the narrow walls 
overlooking the Piazza del Castello towards Minerva‘s column marking the centre of the city. What 
we see is an elegant—and endless—replication of the streets below in a way that merges the ―real‖ 
streets with their ideal source on the walls above. The ideal and the real blend into one, thus 
bringing about the effect that Alberti and his contemporaries wanted to achieve—that sense of the 
city being a place to live and work in, as well as being a habitation of the mind. For urban planners 
of the Renaissance, the city was to be an exteriorization of humanitas and the progressive 
sublimation of unwieldy passions. In so doing, it was to become the embodiment of Platonic Forms, 
and of man struggling with the problems of his own socialization.  
Moreover, in the person of Vespasiano we find that the historical and divine are made to 
intersect in a way that ensures his acts and works acquire a double significance. It is as if he set out 
to make Sabbioneta an echo of Rome by deliberately mirroring its origins. It is no accident that the 
decorative programme of frescoes and paintings in the Villa centres around the mythical origin of 
the Roman Empire, from the founding of Rome by Aeneas to its heroes and Caesars. The Villa 
frescoes trace Vespasiano‘s mythical descent as a member of the Gonzaga and Colonna families. In 
the Ducal Palace, as we have already witnessed, the Gallery of the Ancients includes the stucco 
reliefs of Vespasiano‘s real ancestors and relatives.  
In the private sphere, which is the Palazzo Giardino or Villa, the Duke enjoyed the learned 
associations and metaphors of Roma, Imperium and Fama in accordance with his personal taste. In 
the public sphere, however, which is the Ducal Palace, he insists on his legitimate birth and family 
claim to Sabbioneta, as well as other regions of Italy. For him, the guiding references are a linkage 
between Imperium, Olympus and Roma and their family embodiments in himself (i.e. the Imperium 
in the form of Emperor Vespasian, his namesake), the Gonzagas (representing the gods of 
Olympus), and the Colonna (whose hometown is Rome).  
These in turn translate into a complex metaphor that fuses history (his own), myth (Aeneas-
Vespasiano) and the topoi of place (Sabbioneta as New Rome). In creating such a fusion between 
myth and history, Vespasiano was able to transform Sabbioneta into both a city and the image of 
the City.
153
 Moreover, Ovid‘s depiction of the story of Icarus as a fresco in the Galleria reinforces 
his identification with Daedalus, a man famous for his skill in the builder‘s art. Daedalus‘ labyrinth 
might well be an echo of his own, given his liking for T-junctions and blocked-off streets.
154
 
In 1564 Vespasiano was called back to Spain, this time to meet Philip in Barcelona in order to 
accompany the court to Madrid. In addition, the King had selected a new wife for his friend—one 
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related to him through the Duke of Segovia. Her name was Anna of Aragon. Coincidently, she was 
distantly related to Diana. It is said that Vespasiano had never seen the woman, and that her parents 
were against the match because of his inferior rank; but the King‘s will must be obeyed, as he was 
ever conscious of cementing alliances between Spain and Italy in the interests of Empire. 
Vespasiano was his vassal. Both parties consented to the marriage as much out of feudal obedience 
as any feeling of physical attraction. The couple was duly married in a spectacular ceremony in 
Valencia in March of that year. His friend Bernardino Rota was on hand to pen a Latin epigram to 
mark the occasion. One gains the impression that this marriage was all part of reaffirming family 
and regional alliances. Vespasiano was never going to lose his heart to Anna in the way that he had 
done to Diana. 
By September of that year the couple had returned to Sabbioneta, where Vespasiano 
unexpectedly took to his bed for three months. His old ailment had returned with a vengeance—a 
new outbreak of syphilis inflicted prolonged headaches and fever upon him. He could hardly sleep 
at night because of the pain. By the time he had recovered and was able to move about again, Anna, 
who was already pregnant, gave birth to twin girls in 1567, who in turn were baptized Giulia and 
Isabella without her consent. Sadly, the infant Giulia died shortly after birth, possibly from 
congenital syphilis, though more likely from other complications associated with those of her 
mother.
155
 Any bitterness that Vespasiano might have felt at the loss of his first-born was partly 
ameliorated by the knowledge that Emperor Maximilian II had confirmed upon him the title of 
marquis with all its privileges, including the right to place the Imperial Eagles above the gates of 
Sabbioneta. Strangely, he did not do so; only later did he incorporate the emblem into his own coat 
of arms, along with the word LIBERTAS.
156
 
We know little about Anna, except that she was no particular beauty. Her skin was said to be 
extremely white, her face invariably pale with fatigue. She tucked her auburn hair under a cap in a 
way that made her appear much older than her years. Her dark eyes were prominent and watery. 
She possessed a strong, slanted nose and small lips. Anna hated Sabbioneta with its fog and rains, 
and longed for the warmth of her native land. Nor did she master the Italian language very well, a 
source of frustration for her. Although she gave birth to a son, Luigi, nearly a year later, one always 
has the impression that this Spanish duchess was a victim of feudal claims. She inhabited the realm 
of obligation, not love or family warmth.  
Talk of Diana‘s death may also have reached her ears, and so coloured her perceptions of her 
husband. All we know is that she was given to fits of sweating at night (symptoms also of 
                                                 
155 An analysis of infant Giulia‘s remains performed in 1988 suggested another cause of her early death—bone porosity and a general 
weakness brought about by anaemia. See Mallegni et al., Analisi dei reperti umani, in La tomba di Vespasiano Gonzaga. op cit., 55–
100. 
156 Vespasiano‘s illness, following his second marriage and return to Sabbioneta, mirrors that which he experienced after an earlier 
return and his recent marriage to Diana of Cardona years before.  
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tuberculosis), often waking in a state of extreme agitation. Could she have heard the truth from a 
servant about the true cause of Diana‘s death? We do know, however, that Anna had removed 
herself from Sabbioneta to nearby Rivarolo before she died, which suggests that she and Vespasiano 
were already estranged. According to Mallegni, her death was a result of tuberculosis of the bone.  
After a short period of mourning, Vespasiano wasted no time in resuming his duties. He met with 
Don Gabriele de la Queva d‘Albuquerque in Milan, the recently appointed governor of the state of 
Stessa in Spain. Later, he attended the marriage of Alfonso II and Barbara of Austria, the sister of 
the Emperor, in Ferrara. Later still, he returned to Sabbioneta, but did not stay long. Naples called, 
and he journeyed south to spend time with Giulia and his friends.  
It was to be the last time that they met. Shortly after, when he had departed north to Rome to pay 
his respects to the new pope, Pius V, and to deal with litigation over the possession of certain lands 
at Paliano, news reached him of the death of his aunt in April 1566 in the monastery of San 
Francesco, her home for half a lifetime, it seems. The great lady had passed away quietly, lauded by 
poets and artists throughout Italy. Like few women before her she had left her mark upon her time, 
had championed numerous causes at risk to her life, and raised a nephew to reflect her vision for the 
future. She was a woman before her time. 
Vespasiano was left to wander the paths of the Colonna Gardens on the slopes of the Quirinale in 
Rome in a state of despair, unable to deal with the depth of his loss. She, the supreme Catholic, the 
woman accused of heresy by a succession of popes because of her sympathy with the Lutheran 
doctrine of the north, was no longer. This woman who had taught him, cajoled him, and finally 
urged him to live in a way that she had not been able to do herself, had died almost in a state of 
sanctity.
157
 Many would argue that she had been a true Defender of the Faith at a time when the 
church was confronted by its gravest crisis. It was no accident that the Pope ordered her entire 
correspondence, much of it with Protestant reformists of the day, to be confiscated and surrendered 
to the church at her death.  
After reading some of her letters, Pope Pius V reputedly remarked: ―I would have cooked her, 
had I known the depth of her complicity with those heretics!‖ Such was the integrity of this lady 
who had aligned herself with what she believed to be the only course open to anyone who wanted 
her beloved Catholic Church to overcome its present state of corruption. Nor was she buried in the 
monastery; it is said that church authorities denied her this privilege. Today, it is believed that 
Giulia was buried in the tomb of her good friend, the poet Vittoria Colonna, on the island of 
                                                 
157 Women like Giulia Gonzaga were regarded as living or aspiring saints in late-Renaissance society, particularly in Naples. They 
were known as bizzoche; they worked alone or with like-minded women and sympathetic spiritual directors to negotiate their own 
styles of pious life.  
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Ischia.
158
 It seems an ignorable end for a woman who gave so much to Italian cultural and 
intellectual life, who indeed almost singlehandedly attempted to renovate the Catholic faith. 
Weighed down by grief, Vespasiano left Rome and returned to Sabbioneta to mourn his loss. For 
a whole month he spoke not a word. He spent days walking in the open fields outside the walls, or 
sitting in his library absently leafing through his books. No one could reach him, not Anna or his 
friends. He became like a ghost, his personality depleted, his desire to continue life severely tested. 
Something went out of him with Giulia‘s death—something far deeper than filial devotion. One 
suspects that Vespasiano loved Giulia more as a sister than as an aunt. She had been the perfect 
embodiment of Pallas Athena for him, the divine sister and consort of heroes, the protector of cities, 
his councillor and support. Intelligence and good advice were two of her greatest attributes.  
She had overseen his development from the time he was a child, barely able to walk. She had 
forged a bond between them that not even a mother could break, far less than the memory of his 
father. His beloved guide and mentor Giulia Gonzaga represented everything a woman could 
possibly be. She had been his lodestone. The statue in the square outside his Garden Palace would 
be her monument for as long as he was able to draw breath. It seemed no coincidence that the death 
of his infant daughter, Giulia, presaged that of his aunt. Perhaps it had been an omen. 
Within a few months of Giulia‘s death, tragedy struck again. Suffering from fatigue and mental 
strain, Anna had suddenly removed herself to nearby Rivarolo, a town that Vespasiano had all but 
demolished to obtain bricks to build Sabbioneta. Because of her husband‘s frequent absences from 
home, she had become increasingly melancholic as well as indifferent. Malacarne suggests that 
Anna had discovered the truth about Diana‘s death—that the woman had not died of apoplexy as 
Vespasiano insisted. According to him, the secret that shrouded Sabbioneta since Diana‘s death had 
been revealed by a priest at the nearby chapel of Santa Maria delle Grazie, outside the walls. For a 
small sum, he had told Anna about the murder of Raineri and the death by poisoning of Diana.
159
 
This, of course, may well be the customary gloss placed upon a story that cried out for elaboration. 
Marino states that Anna began to dress as if in mourning at about this time, refusing to see her 
children at all.
160
 Something had died in her too. Of course, her melancholia might well have been 
the result of homesickness, as she was known to be unhappy in Italy. 
Anna did not respond to medication. At Vespasiano‘s request the doctors bled her in the hope of 
precipitating recovery, but her fragile body was unable to respond to such primitive medical 
procedures and she began to waste away. An abscess soon formed in one of her lungs. This was 
likely to have been the result of a tubercular fistula, then known as the ―white plague,‖ which only 
served to increase her suffering. Not wishing to see her children even at the last, Anna nonetheless 
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pleaded with Vespasiano to ensure that her son, Luigi, should be well cared for, and if possible 
raised in Spain as a hidalgo. Did she believe that Vespasiano was incapable of giving him the love 
that he needed? All we know is that Anna abandoned herself to her misery at the end, praying 
incessantly. A few days later she was dead, carrying with her to the grave the memory of some 
incontrovertible anguish.  
As far as we are aware, the secret of Sabbioneta never passed her lips. It may be that she knew 
more than she ever admitted. Moreover, on her deathbed, Giulia Gonzaga had previously asked 
Anna for absolution: ―I request that the most illustrious lady, Anna of Aragon, shall pray to Our 
Lord for me.‖ This remark suggests a secret might have been shared between these two women, and 
that Giulia felt, in part, responsible for what had happened to Diana.
161
 The death of Anna of 
Aragon and her infant daughter, so soon after her arrival in Sabbioneta, makes us ask whether the 
city itself was cursed. 
Vespasiano appears to have been genuinely shocked and saddened by his wife‘s sudden death. In 
a letter dated July 10, 1567, written by one observer of the time, we read:  
I wrote to your lordship the other day … the courier goes to Rivarolo with letters. There is the Lord 
Vespasiano with his illustrious Lady. Yesterday they cut an abscess from under her ribs from which 
came forth a full bowl of puss. She is not without temperature, and very tired. Today she asked to be 
confessed; however, the doctors had not lost all hope of saving her life, especially thinking that she 
did not lack virtue. His Excellency has asked me to remain here but I cannot at the moment tell her 
certain things. The fact is that I mean that his Excellency is always in the room in a state of deep 
sorrow. He has cause to be: his wife is a true duchess and a rare lady. We hope that God will preserve 
her [emphasis added]
162
 
Coming so quickly after the deaths of his first-born and his aunt, one can only assume that 
Vespasiano felt that malign forces might be working against him. Did he think of Diana during 
these moments? All we know is that he was conscious of the tragedy that was beginning to reach 
out and take hold of his life. Death had chosen to scar him with its weals. As one commentator 
wrote, Vespasiano became the victim of a ―sovereign unhappiness‖ that now marked him forever. 
In a letter he wrote to Bernardino Rota we gain an inkling of his suffering: ―I feel absolutely 
wretched. It is as if my soul were destroyed. In spite of every comfort my friends attempt to offer 
me, I remain tormented. Is it not better to die and be buried in the earth than live like this? Can one 
live in a house without love?‖ He finished his letter with a telling remark, one that perhaps 
indicated the true depth of his anguish: ―In this world I am honoured and respected by all. At home, 
however, there is only shame‖ (―Di fuori onore mio nome, in casa vergogna‖).163  
Unable to comprehend his loss, Vespasiano retired to a nearby monastery for more than a month. 
There he prayed before an image of the Holy Virgin just as he had done in Spain years earlier. We 
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are left with a sense that the Duke was living with the consequences of his own actions in more 
ways than one. A pattern had been set in place—the death of a wife, the loss of love, and his retreat 
to a monastery to recover.  
After staying with his cousin Duke Guglielmo Gonzaga and his wife on their estate near Mantua 
for some time, Vespasiano finally summoned the courage to return to Sabbioneta. Almost 
immediately he fell ill again with recurrent syphilis, and retired to his room. Psychologically he had 
reached his lowest point. He had two infant children to care for in a palace devoid of love. The 
woman that he had relied on for moral support and comfort for the past three years was now in her 
grave. Two women that he had chosen as his wives had passed away, leaving only bitterness in their 
wake. Isabella, his mother, who had established a new life in distant Sulmona with her three 
children and husband, was beyond his reach. At this point he must have felt deeply disenchanted, 
and that his public life had drained him of all the things that made living bearable. 
Though still only half constructed, his city lay before him like a ship awaiting its masts. Gazing 
from the window of the Ducal Palace overlooking the Piazza Grande, he would nonetheless have 
witnessed a lively panorama before his very eyes—workman scrambling up ladders, carts weighed 
down with stone proceeding along the street, engineers consulting their plans and directing 
stonemasons, a row of shops offering their wares for sale for the first time, soldiers performing drill 
in the Piazza del Castello dressed in a uniform of his own design, street hawkers touting for 
business. This is what he had always wanted to see. Yet, he must have also felt a deep unease. This 
city was meant to be home to a dynasty, not a solitary man laid low by personal tragedy. It probably 
occurred to him that he was building a family mausoleum rather than an ideal city. 
There was nothing to hold him in Sabbioneta any longer. He must leave again, breathe clear air 
once more. As he had done so often in the past when confronted by a situation not easily resolved, 
Vespasiano once more chose Spain as his avenue of escape. Placing Luigi and Isabella in the care 
of family retainers, and the affairs of Sabbioneta in the hands of his loyal Governor of State, 
Fredrigo Zanichelli, he embarked by ship from Genoa for Barcelona in September that year. In 
Madrid he knew he would be among friends. There seemed little left to do but immerse himself in 
his military career. The condottiere, not the builder of cities, must now be nourished on war rather 
than ideas.  
     If he were honest with himself, Vespasiano would have known that this was the only world he 
understood. The rest—family, civitas, the raising up of institutions out of the mud of the Po plain 
while flirting with things of the intellect—was ephemeral. He was a soldier, a mercenary. 
Attempting to create a miniature state at a time when Italy was in turmoil had plainly been futile. 
The forces of dissimulation were working against him; he must have become aware of this. A free 
church, a mint, an academy and a library, a publishing house and a make-believe Ducal Palace, star-
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shaped walls and triumphal gateways—these were the projection of his desire to create a solid, 
unchanging environment for the future. How could this exist, one wonders, when his own life was 
so wracked by ill health and death? Vespasiano must have given serious consideration to his 
predicament as he rode south to Madrid that autumn. In lonely whitewashed inns where he rested at 
night, the spectre of turning back must have seemed abhorrent to him. Was it Anna or Diana that he 
saw as a flickering image on the wall of his room by the light of a candle as he lay down his copy of 
Vitruvius, or some poet whose work he loved? Were these women mourning his death in the 
afterlife?  
It was as if Spain, that sepulchral land, had finally taken him to its heart. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
PART  2 
A DUCAL DREAM 
 
 
  
8 
EXILE IN THE KINGDOM 
 
 
 
By the mid-sixteenth century, Spain reflected a country in transition. Although it might have 
been the most powerful nation in Europe, the kingdom still had not reconciled its status as a 
colonial power with its earlier position as a country under Moorish domination. Its interests in the 
Low Countries, North Africa, and more recently the Americas, however, had forced Spaniards to 
look towards the larger context. As a subjected people, they had grown to accept their peripheral 
position in terms of European politics as a result of living south of the Pyrenees. Now power had 
shifted in the wake of the discovery of the New World. Brussels was the new Imperial capital. Even 
in the age of El Cid, Spain had been little more than a collection of provinces trying to resist a 
mercifully disunited group of Moorish tai kingdoms ruled over by one military commander after 
another.  
Derived from the Arabic word ta‘fa, meaning ―faction‖ or ―party,‖ these fortified states came 
into existence principally during the Amirid dynasty of the eleventh century. Each commander 
entrenched himself behind walls, then created his own army and his own resources. In turn, they 
feuded with one another for control of a region. The land was considered to be a ―wild country‖ 
filled with ―bad men.‖ If one Catalan monk is to be believed: ―[It is] a place of great fear and 
trembling … a desert place browsed only by wild asses, deer, and other animals.‖ Until the eleventh 
century, the frontier zone was a lawless territory with little more than a rudimentary civil 
government. 
Although El Cid and his exploits had long since passed into folklore, much of what he stood for 
remained. The Spanish aristocracy was more firmly rooted in lineage and land ownership than its 
counterpart in Italy. The concept of privilege and purity of blood was deeply entrenched. This took 
the form of valor mas, an idealized, restless, and hardy ethos of Castile in a rare, outward-looking 
moment. At the same time there was a tradition of honouring the itinerant knight for his courage 
and moral excellence. Heroic deeds and sacrifice were a part of the social fabric of a people who 
had spent many years fighting the Moor, often at great cost.  
The fact that small islands of culture had managed to flourish in different cities throughout the 
Iberian Peninsula is a testimony to the tenacity of these isolated outposts. Toledo is one such place 
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where the flower of learning blossomed throughout the eleventh, twelfth, and thirteenth centuries. 
There, the lost texts of ancient Greece were recovered and translated from Arabic into Latin, as well 
as Romance languages, by a group of men dedicated to a revival of learning. These translators 
included Gerard of Cremona, Adelard of Bath, and Gundisalvi. It was their texts that eventually 
found their way to Florence, Rome, and Naples as well as Urbino in one form or another, to fuel the 
fires of the Renaissance. 
Spain was a country deeply committed to the Catholic faith. This may have been an attempt to 
counter the influence of Islam to the south, but it may also have resulted from an earlier alliance 
between the crown and the monastic houses across the Pyrenees in France. Cluny, the wealthiest 
monastic house in Europe, established strong links with the Castilian nobility at the beginning of 
the eleventh century, under the benign rule of Sancho the Great. It allowed Cluniac monks to set up 
a network of monasteries throughout Castile, which in turn bolstered the rule of the crown. It is no 
accident that El Cid was born here, and used these Castilian monasteries as hideouts at times during 
his career.  
So attached were the Spanish people to their church that they even adopted their own distinctive 
liturgy and ecclesiastical calendar. The clergy wore different vestments and recited different 
prayers. When they recited the Creed they said natum non factum rather than genitum non 
factum,— ―born not made‖ instead of ―begotten not made.‖ These aberrations were not rooted out 
until Pope Gregory VII (1073–85) in Rome decided to intervene.164 
Although Cervantes was yet to have written his great epic Don Quixote, the conditions he 
described in his book were familiar to all who lived in Spain during the sixteenth century. He was 
born sixteen years after Vespasiano Gonzaga, had participated at the battle of Lepanto (1571) in 
Greece, and had been employed in the provisioning of the ―Invincible Armada‖ in 1587 prior to its 
disastrous attack on England. The Spain that he wrote about was one that the Duke became familiar 
with when he went there as a young man, and later as a loyal servant of King Philip. The old 
romances of chivalry were still very much in the air, even if Cervantes attacked them as being 
outmoded.  
Vespasiano, like Cervantes, would have encountered many of the characters of this richly 
textured novel during his years in the Peninsula. Monks on their hired mules, braggarts, barbers, 
inn-keepers with their stories, dukes and duchesses living in feudal luxury, itinerant knights on the 
move—here were just a few of the people that made up this frontier society desperately trying to 
come to terms with a world that had already begun to change because of Spain‘s recently acquired 
wealth from the New World. Mid-century Spain was similar to America between the First and 
Second world wars—a society that was robust, insular, full of self-confidence but lacking a deep 
                                                 
164 Richard Fletcher, Moorish Spain, the Quest for El Cid. (London: Oxford University Press, 1991). 
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historical sense. The past had begun in 1492 with the conquest of the Moors and the discovery of 
America, little more than a half-century earlier. 
One of the consequences of Isabella and Ferdinand‘s victory over the Moors at Granada was the 
resurgence in Christian orthodoxy at the expense of centuries of tolerance. During the wars fought 
between Christian and Muslim on the Iberian Peninsula, one quality was always in evidence—a 
sense of chivalry and fair play (valor mas). El Cid‘s adventures were characterized by an 
exuberance that set his battles apart from those of the Crusaders in Palestine. If nothing else, 
Spaniards understood the Arabs better than any in Europe. They had lived beside one another for 
centuries, paid one another‘s taxes depending upon who was in power, and built their churches and 
mosques on the same street.  
Devoutly religious herself, Isabella was at first generous to her vanquished Moorish subjects, 
granting them the full benefit of their mutual tradition of convivencia, which had underpinned 
relations between Christian and Muslim alike. But finally something in her nature rebelled against 
the idea of Spain remaining a multicultural society. The forced conversion of the Moriscos ensued, 
as did the destruction of Arabic books in public bonfires. The Moors of Al-Andalus were deeply 
troubled by her injunctions against them. As the former imam of the mosque at Granada remarked: 
―If the king of the conquest [Ferdinand] does not keep faith, what can we expect from his 
successors?‖165 
Many Mudejars hoped that by accepting baptism into the Christian faith they might avoid the 
displacement and exile that Ferdinand had perpetrated upon them. From 1511, decrees were set in 
place that deliberately attacked their cultural identity in an effort to make them give up their 
Muslim practices. These measures culminated in an assembly convoked by the authorities in 
Granada in 1526, a few years before Vespasiano‘s birth, when all the distinctive practices 
characteristic of Moorish civilization—the use of Arabic, their clothes, jewellery, the ritual 
slaughter of animals and circumcision—came under attack. The days were now numbered for the 
Moors in Spain. They had little choice but to abandon Islam altogether, or go into exile in North 
Africa.  
Isabella had gone too far, it seems. She, along with her advisors, wanted to make Spain into a 
―pure land‖ devoid of any admixture of foreign blood. The old obsession with limpieza de sangre 
[―purity of blood‖] that bedevilled Spanish society had once again reared its ugly head. The 
messianic ideal of the Castilian aristocracy had been converted into a social and political agenda 
that was to have devastating consequences for hundreds of thousands of Mudejars. In turn, Christ 
had been made into an oppressor by the brotherhoods of Castile. ―The king our lord,‖ wrote one 
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apologist, ―came to set at liberty the people of Castile … out of the slavery from which Christ, and 
through him the king, freed us ….‖166 Weeds soon choked the fountains of Cordoba, Seville and 
Granada where once water had splashed. 
The emergence of a Spanish cultural identity was realized at the cost of the huge disruption to 
society and the loss of many lives. The Jews did not escape either, being forced to convert or go 
into exile. The fact that the Jews had been urged to live in ghettos, where they were cut off from 
mainstream society for generations, was used against them, as was the memory of their siding with 
the Moors during earlier conquests. The chronicler Andres Bernaldez denounced them for being 
mere merchants, salesmen, tax-gatherers, retailers, tailors, shoemakers, tanners, weavers, grocers, 
peddlers, silk-mercers, smiths, jewellers; and that none tilled the land or became a farmer or builder. 
He remarked that all they did was seek after comfortable posts and make profits without much 
labour. One wonders how Spain fared without them! All that was required to generate absolute and 
unquestioned orthodoxy was the establishment of the Inquisition. Pope Sixtus IV duly did so in 
November 1478, under prolonged pressure from the Catholic kings of Spain. 
Charles V, and later his son Philip II, inherited a country that had been at pains to rid itself of 
ethnic and religious diversity. Men like Juan de Valdes, Giulia Gonzaga‘s old friend, had long since 
fled the Inquisition along with his inflammatory leaflets and books, while others such as Bernardino 
Tovar and Francisca Hernanez had been arrested and denounced as Lutherans. Some, often less 
contentious, men and women were put to death for daring to hold heterodox beliefs, which turned 
out to be no more than a manifestation of prejudice on the part of their accusers. The great medieval 
Arabic library of Cordova founded by al-Hakim in the twelfth century, with its reputed 600,000 
books, was now a distant memory. The resident translators of Toledo had long ago dispersed with 
their precious tomes. Those doctrinal discussions between Moor and Christian that had once been 
so much a feature of social interaction during the medieval period, were a thing of the past. In 1533 
Rodrigo Manrique, himself the son of the Inquisitor General and now an exile in Paris, wrote a 
bitter letter to his friend Luis Vives:  
You are right. Our country is a land of pride and envy; you may add, of barbarism. For now it is clear 
that down there [in Spain] one cannot possess any culture without being suspected of heresy, error, 
and Judaism. Thus silence has been imposed on the learned.
167
 
Vives‘ solitary lament against the forces of intellectual oppression reminds us of the canker of 
McCarthyism in the twentieth century, railing against the threat of Communism.
168
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 The Renaissance Reader. Edit. James Bruce Ross and Mary Martin McLaughlin. (New York: Penguin Books, 1981)  
168 Juan Luis Vives, the greatest Spanish humanist of his age, was a converso from Judaism who, at the age of sixteen, was sent to 
Paris to study. His life and brilliant career was thereafter based in the Netherlands. His father was arrested by the Inquisition and 
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Spain found itself squeezed between two forms of religious and spiritual heterodoxy: Islam in 
the south and Erasmianism to the north. A Dutch theologian, Erasmus (1466–1536) revealed a 
formidable independence of mind when it came to demonstrating the power of enlightened 
education. He was one of the first to acknowledge that the Holy Scripture was obscure and often in 
conflict with itself. Literal interpretation, therefore, was occasioned by lack of free will. His ideas, 
while initially well received by Charles in his youth, soon fell into disfavour because of their 
perceived threat to church hierarchy, as well as their links to the scourge of Martin Luther. Though 
never formally condemned as unorthodox, Erasmus‘ ideas quickly spread among a small group of 
luminaries in Spain who also admired the teachings of Luther. The gradual extirpation of these cells 
of heterodox thought took the form of individuals being excluded from university chairs or sent into 
exile in remote places such as the Canary Islands.  
Meanwhile, Erasmus saw his friends in Spain silenced one by one. In Seville, Juan Ponce de 
Leon was arrested, together with many others, for introducing banned books from Geneva. As late 
as 1558, waves of arrests were being undertaken that included whole families. By 1562 a series of 
spectacular autos-da-fé had annihilated the last remnants of Protestantism in Spain. Philip 
completed the process of eliminating the Protestant minority by calling upon all students studying 
abroad to return to Spain within four months. The voice of enlightened inquiry was soon silenced, 
and the free exchange between the culture of Spain and the rest of Europe came to an end. Darkness 
had spread across the land. Philip, deeply influenced by his father, had turned his country into a 
gulag. 
Spain‘s commitment to the Renaissance was neither extensive nor profound. Court humanism 
rarely went beyond a familiarity with Castiglione‘s Courtier, which was seen as a sufficient 
education for any aristocrat. At the same time, there was a mystical bent in the Spanish soul that 
precluded too much analysis of the subtleties of religion. For certain groups of conversos, this 
mystical bent made it possible for many to escape the formal constraints of Catholicism, and so 
bring ―God into the soul and the soul into God.‖ Certain strains of Sufism survived for a while in an 
Illuminist guise as a method of dealing with the scourge of Catholic orthodoxy.
169
 A tremendous 
spiritual tension can be detected in Spain at this time. Fault-lines between Protestantism, 
                                                                                                                                                                  
1534 that ―we are going through times when we can neither speak nor be silent without danger.‖ Vives was also a friend of Ignatius 
of Loyola, another prominent religious reformer. 
169 Known as the Alumbrados of Spain, the historian Marcelino Menendez y Pelayo found the name as early as 1492 (in the form 
iluminados, 1498). He traced them to a Gnostic origin, and thought that their views were promoted in Spain through influences from 
Italy. One of their earliest leaders, a labourer‘s daughter known as La Beata de Piedrahita, born in Salamanca, came to the attention 
of the Inquisition in 1511 as claiming to hold colloquies with Jesus and the Virgin Mary. Some high patronage saved her from a 
rigorous denunciation (Menendez Pelayo, Los Heterodoxos Espanoles, 1881, vol. V). In a similar way Ignatius Loyola, while 
studying at Salamanca in 1527, was brought before an ecclesiastical commission on a charge of sympathy with the Alumbrados, but 
escaped with an admonition. 
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Illuminism, free thought, Erasmianism and the heavy hand of orthodoxy made it impossible for a 
man of independent mind to declare his true belief.
170
 
This was the Spain that Vespasiano arrived in, initially as a page, and later as a condottiere in the 
pay of the king. It was a country of contrasts. Great wealth and extravagant courtly display rubbed 
shoulders with extreme poverty among the peasant class. An oft-absent king and an efficient 
centralized bureaucracy secured the exchequer for the payment of his foreign wars. The new world 
of the Americas impinged at both material and psychological levels. Opportunities for advancement 
for the lower classes meant that many emigrated in search of a better life. The pioneers in America 
were not nobles but dispossessed Spaniards from all walks of life, many of them soldiers and sailors 
left unemployed after the wars in Granada and Italy had come to an end. Hernan Cortés was a 
hidalgo, and Francesco Pizarro an illiterate labourer. Vespasiano would have immediately 
recognized how different Spain was to his homeland—Italy remained a settled country, secure in its 
traditions, while Spain was a place where men were busy trying to improve their material 
conditions in every way they could.  
One other element that Vespasiano might have observed when he entered Spain in 1559 to pay 
his respects to the king was two people of unique disposition and destiny who were beginning to 
emerge from the shadows of Spain‘s incomparable silence in matters of the spirit. These were 
Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross, both members of the Discalced order of the Carmelites, and 
both dedicated to major reform in how Spaniards dealt with their beliefs.
171
 Though 25 years 
separated them in age, they were of one mind when it came to instigating a new sense of spirituality 
in their brethren. Both saw this vision of a perfect spirituality in either architectural terms or as a 
mountainous ascent. Teresa‘s Magnus Opus was named The Interior Castle, John of the Cross‘s 
The Ascent of Mt Carmel. Both these spirituals projected their interiority onto physical objects in a 
similar fashion to Dante‘s Divine Comedy. Teresa all but echoed Vespasiano‘s preoccupations with 
Sabbioneta as an architectural masterpiece reflecting his own disposition, even if he had not yet 
read her works through the advice of King Philip.
172
 He might have identified personally with her 
image of the lord at the centre of his ―worshipful city,‖ had he read her tome: 
I saw my heart as large as a kingdom; and by the conditions that I saw therein, I thought it to be a 
worshipful city. In the middle of this city sits Our Lord Jesus, very God and very man, a fair person of 
large stature, worshipful, highest Lord ….173 
Again, her imagery shifts to architecture when she elaborates on the condition of her soul: 
                                                 
170 Joseph Perez, The Spanish Inquisition. (London: Profile Books, 2004). 
171 John of the Cross (1542 –1591), affectionately known to Teresa as ‗my little Seneca‘ because of his learning, is said to have put 
on the Discalced habit for the first time in Teresa‘s presence. His brethren used to tease him, saying that a woman had clothed him. 
172 We know that King Philip became a convert to Teresa‘s ideas in that he managed to obtain the original of The Book of Her Life 
for his own royal library at the Escorial. It was placed alongside the works of two doctors of the church, namely St John Chrysostom 
and St Augustine. She later became a doctor of the church herself in 1970. 
173 St. Teresa of Avila, The Interior Castle. Vol. 2. Collected Works. (Washington: ICS Publications, 1982). 
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There came to my mind what I shall speak about, that which will provide us with a basis to begin 
with. It is that we consider our soul to be like a castle made entirely out of diamond or of very clear 
crystal, in which there are many rooms, just as in heaven there are many dwelling places … There is 
no reason to tire ourselves in trying to comprehend the beauty of this castle. Since this castle is a 
creature …174 
The relationship between Teresa and Philip II is an interesting one. Never were there two people 
more different than the nun and the man who was her king. One was natural, openhearted, trusting, 
impetuous, gay; the other, King Philip, was inhibited, shut in upon himself, cautious, often morose. 
It is unlikely that she realized that the autocratic Philip, while sincere in his desire to correct the 
theological abuses of his day, was at the same time set upon bringing the religious orders wholly 
under his control. She wrote often to him, and probably met him sometime after 1568. In a letter 
that she wrote to a friend, Teresa describes her meeting with Philip. His penetrating gaze made her 
lower her eyes. But when she looked a second time his expression had become more gentle. When 
she knelt before him to thank him for his kindness, he asked her to rise, gave her a courtly bow such 
as she had never seen before, and held out his hand for her to kiss. What did they speak about, this 
introverted man and energetic nun? Issues of mystical import, perhaps? Or were they merely 
doctrinal, in keeping with Philip‘s penchant for orthodoxy. 
Philip, meanwhile, had contracted a royal marriage with Queen Mary of England. The wedding 
took place in Winchester in July
 1554, a few days after his arrival in England. From Philip‘s point 
of view, the marriage was never more than politically expedient; though from the older Mary‘s 
perception the presence of this well-mannered and gracious man in her life induced her to fall in 
love. Philip, however, after little more than a year in England, took ship for Flanders to attend to 
business in the northern part of his kingdom. Mary accompanied him to Dover where they parted, 
never to meet again. She died in 1558 from hereditary syphilis. What transpired from this marriage 
was the fact that Philip formally inherited the titles of the King of Two Sicilies and Duke of Milan. 
His friendship with Vespasiano now held added meaning, precipitating the latter‘s campaign against 
the Carafa Pope Paul IV in the service of the king. Also, they had both recently become widowed. 
There was a strong bond between these two men. It may be that Philip attempted to comfort 
Vespasiano over the loss of his wife and infant daughter. Of course, Vespasiano was no longer the 
gauche young page that he had befriended all those years before. Fate had touched them both in 
ways that neither might have expected. Vespasiano, though by nature a man of action, found it 
difficult to shrug off his recent misfortune and get on with life. Spain had become the metaphor of 
his mental state; its arid plains and lonely distances helped him to focus on the immediate task at 
hand—reinforcing the defences of the realm. 
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After a number of years of military service on behalf of the king, the Duke was posted to 
Cartagena in 1571, a coastal city prone to attack by Turkish pirates, where he oversaw the 
improvement of its fortifications. This must have brought back vivid memories of his childhood 
whilst living in Fondi. Ever curious, he recalled going down to the port in Sperlonga to talk to the 
fishermen‘s wives, most of them widows, who had lost their husbands to pirates during 
Barbarossa‘s attempt to secure his aunt Giulia for the sultan‘s harem. His opinion of the Turkish 
scourge in the Mediterranean was always tinged with personal enmity for these corsairs who had 
not only destroyed his birthplace of Fondi, but had also humiliated his aunt. 
Because of Vespasiano‘s knowledge and experience of building fortifications, Philip then asked 
him to go north to Navarre and supervise the construction of the walls around the cities of 
Feunterrabia and San Sebastion, as well as a military hospital in Pamplona. To facilitate this task 
the king appointed him viceroy of Navarre, a title that Vespasiano clearly enjoyed. It further 
reinforced his idea of being a grandee of the realm.  
These cities held strategic importance for Philip. They had long been contested and fought over 
between Castile, France and sometimes the Moorish emirs. It was not until Ferdinand decided to 
take possession of them in 1515 that Navarre was finally drawn back into the Spanish fold. It was 
imperative therefore that their fortifications were strengthened in view of Philip‘s ongoing 
disagreements with France, particularly with Jeanne III, herself a Protestant. The region, with its 
almost mythic past reaching back to Charlemagne and his defeat at Roncesvalles in AD 778 at the 
hands of the Basques (who, in that minor and much-loved medieval epic Song of Roland, underwent 
conversion to become Moors!), had also been a conduit for Troubadour poetry into southwestern 
France.  
The land of Oc was thus nourished by a robust tradition of poetry whose source lay elsewhere, in 
distant Al-Andalus. It was there too, during his excursions to local bookshops, that Vespasiano 
purchased many Jewish texts that would eventually find their way back into his library in 
Sabbioneta. Jews fleeing into exile at the time of Ferdinand must have surely abandoned many of 
their precious books as they escaped into France. 
Successfully completing his various tasks in the north of Spain, he soon set sail for North Africa 
to the tiny outpost of Mers-el-Kebir near modern day Oran, in Algeria. Philip‘s control of the 
coastal ports along the littoral was tenuous at best, and he needed to bolster his defences against 
Suleiman‘s forces should they decide to attack. Vespasiano‘s knowledge of fortifications made him 
the right man for the job. Philip had sent a force against Tripoli early in his regency, which had all 
but foundered due to storms. Finally, the commanders decided to take Djerba, the stronghold of one 
of the principal Turkish pirates, Dragut. While there, they built a new fortress. Unfortunately the 
navy stayed too long into early winter, and so found themselves entrapped by the returning Dragut. 
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In the shallow waters of the lagoon, many ships ran aground or into one another. During the 
confusion, Dragut‘s galleys entered port and routed the Spanish fleet. Fifty-six ships and 14,000 
men fell into the pirate‘s hands. 
It was Philip‘s greatest naval disaster, and in stark contrast to his father‘s capture of Tunis in 
1535, under the command of himself and Andrea Doria. Philip therefore felt a strong desire to 
retain his hold on what was left of his Spanish possessions in North Africa, in part due to his 
antipathy towards Islam as well as his desire to retain at least some foothold there in the name of the 
Christian Faith. Ever the proselytizer, Philip was not about to let the Moors believe that their return 
to Spain might be possible. Vespasiano‘s childhood memories of returning to the ruined city of 
Fondi, from where his aunt Giulia escaped Barbarossa‘s troops, would have coloured his opinion of 
the Turk, as they would have conferred upon the matter. Each was fuelled by an old animosity 
towards the activities of the Sublime Porte, given the nature of past events. Islam was spreading its 
tentacles westward once again, and it was up to Spain to resist and so defend Europe. 
One must try to picture Vespasiano at this point in time. As viceroy, military architect and 
soldier, he was in his element. Working hard, travelling, organizing workmen, administering his 
territories, writing letters to his king in Madrid, Valladolid, or Cordova, directing his governor and 
agents in Sabbioneta on what they should do next towards advancing the city‘s construction during 
his prolonged absence—all these issues fully occupied him, and helped to erase bitter memories of 
the past. He needed to feel wanted and important, as this was very much a part of his character. Try 
as he might to forget her, however, the loss of his aunt Giulia continued to leave a void in his life. 
 We know that he carried with him on these journeys his books by Vitruvius, which he read 
during his leisure moments. One can picture him in his quarters overlooking the Mediterranean on 
hot summer days in Mers-el-Keber, hearing the cries of Arab merchants and Christian soldiers in 
the streets below, poring over De architetura while contemplating the advantages of the all‘antica 
style. Did he give due consideration to Vitruvius‘ demand to study and imitate nature as one of the 
most important pursuits of an architect? Did he consider what style to use in his buildings, perhaps 
sketching Doric, Ionic, or Corinthian columns on scraps of paper? There was the need, too, to fill 
those empty spaces on capitals with acanthus leaves and patterns, or to finish off with a flourish a 
number of volutes. Vitruvius‘ injunction to equip himself with the ―knowledge of many branches of 
study‖ must have been ever on his mind. 
One suspects that he wiled away many an hour drawing fantastic plans, or dipping into Alberti‘s 
De re aedificatoria (‗On the Art of Building‘). Somehow the Duke managed to put aside any 
feelings of loneliness or isolation that he might have endured during these years. The composition 
of buildings, the pleasure in recreating an imaginary streetscape, or making a list of the institutions 
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he hoped to found one day when more time was at his disposal—these became the salve to a 
shattered conscience.  
Not yet 40, Vespasiano was already a man defined by his vocation. Building, defending, making 
impregnable hilltops and ports, his whole life was being expressed in stone. Perhaps this is how he 
saw himself now that family life was denied him. He had become a figure fashioned by events that 
made him more like one of Michelangelo‘s half-finished caryatids, with the weight of the world on 
his shoulders. His back to the desert, and looking towards Europe, Vespasiano must have spent 
days, weeks, and sometime months contemplating with some irony his predicament as a builder of 
an ideal city, even as he fortified impossible positions to satisfy a king‘s desire to build a wall, both 
physical and intellectual, around Spain itself.  
There are aspects about his relationship with Philip that, though hidden from view, nonetheless 
tantalize. They seem an odd couple: Philip, the king, once a womanizer, now an austere introvert 
and religious zealot; Vespasiano, the soldier and builder, the urbane and somewhat solitary Italian 
duke attracted to a country still in search of its roots. Philip probably allowed his friend to wander at 
will among his art treasures in the Escorial or the Alcazar in Madrid, noting his fine Titians, 
Boschs, Mantegnas and Tintorettos in the hope that he might somehow begin to feel at home. Did 
Vespasiano, perhaps, stand before El Greco‘s Saints Andrea and Francesco and think of the 
uncompromising asceticism that had fashioned the poor man of Assisi? Was he arrested by 
Correggio‘s Noli me tangere and its intimation of a past love between Christ and Mary Magdalene? 
Did he see himself and Diana in this picture during their early years together?  
   Sadly, we will never know how Vespasiano responded to Philip‘s art collection as he wandered 
the wide hallways of the chancellery. We must assume, however, that such a rare and incomparable 
feast further stimulated his love of art. Philip the zealot and Philip the aesthete were all part of the 
same man, his lifelong friend. Without knowing it, the king had made art into his own private 
religion. And Vespasiano, it seems, had made Philip into his own private god. 
Nearly ten years had passed since Vespasiano had seen his beloved Sabbioneta or his daughter 
(Luigi was called to Spain by his father in 1571 to be educated under his tutelage, and at court). In 
that time he had grown to accept his solitary nature as a part of his character. We do not know 
whether he took a mistress during this time, but it is likely. He was living in self-imposed exile, and 
so prey to morbid fancies that hardened him against self-revelation. The impression he gives is of a 
man who accepted his lot as a servant to the king, and was content to go wherever directed. His 
dream of building a perfect city had in no way abated, but he now contemplated its realization with 
detachment. Fate had taught him that he could not control events as he might have done in the past. 
Besides, the king had made him one of his most trusted aids. As a gesture of his appreciation, he 
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lavished honours upon him. Vespasiano‘s destiny was now inextricably linked to the fortunes of the 
most powerful man in Europe. 
One must try to imagine what Vespasiano was thinking in the early months of 1573 as he sat in 
his study at Mers-el-Kebir looking out across the sea. A cold wind blew in from the desert. His 
fortress bore an air of impregnability as workmen toiled over its bastions and high walls. Spain lay 
across the waters, inquisitorial and remote. He probably sensed the dichotomy between his own 
more urbane aspirations, nurtured as they were in the hothouse of Italian intellectual life, and the 
demanding—as well as austere—spirituality of a society in transition. There was no Peter of 
Alicantera,
175
 John of the Cross, or Terese of Avila in his homeland to urge a wayward duke like 
himself into donning a hair shirt. The tenets of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam were more or less 
the same to him. Fortunately, he was able to span more than one world, observing each in turn from 
the promontory of the next. His aloneness was a product of a conscious effort on his part to remain 
cosmopolitan. If he had any heroes to identify with at this time in his life, then they were not 
Lorenzo de Medici or Ludovico Montefeltro of Urbino; more likely they were Cato the Elder or 
Septimus Severus, the Roman general and emperor who both served with such distinction in Spain 
and North Africa like himself.
176
 
The truth was that he still found it difficult to overcome his sense of despair from the time when 
news of his mother‘s death reached him in Cartagena only a few years before. This was yet another 
emotional blow that he had not anticipated, coming as it did so quickly after the death of Giulia. It 
seemed that the women in his life had conspired to abandon him. Diana, Anna, his daughter Giulia, 
his aunt, and now his mother had all pre-deceased him, leaving Vespasiano alone in his desert 
fortress to ponder the implications. Though he always gave the impression of being the epitome of 
manhood, Vespasiano found himself marooned on an island of grief.  
Donna Isabella, it is true, had only ever been a distant love to him, an odalisque perhaps, and 
never quite his mother. She had always been too young and flighty for that, particularly in his early 
years. Her extravagant lifestyle was in stark contrast to his, he who wore simple peasant clothing 
when off duty. In contrast, whenever Isabella travelled, thirty ladies-in-waiting invariably 
accompanied her. Nonetheless, Vespasiano had loved her for who she was. He had spent half a 
lifetime balancing her love as his distant mother against the competing affections of Giulia, his 
aunt. These two women had dominated his existence, each asking more of him than he was capable 
of giving. Perhaps this is why there was never enough left over for Diana, and later Anna, and he 
had become emotionally constrained because of them. These older women, rivals more often than 
                                                 
175 A Franciscan ascetic and reformer, Peter of Alicantera became a close friend and confident of Terese of Avila. He was renowned 
for his saintliness. Terese remarked that he ―looked as if he were made out of the roots of a tree.‖ 
176 Cato the Censor (234–149 BC), a Tuscan by birth, was a constant champion of traditional Roman virtues. Though he objected to 
an excessive love of all things Greek, he respected the great figures of the past, and spoke Greek fluently. He is said to have been the 
founder of Latin prose literature. 
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not, had consumed his love without realizing what they were doing. But it didn‘t matter—Giulia 
and Isabella would always be the sun and moon of his life. 
On his mother‘s death, now elevated to the Duke of Traietto and Count of Fondi, as well as a 
lord of the kingdoms of Naples and Rome, Vespasiano had finally entered into his full inheritance. 
But it had come at some cost. Voluntary exile in the Spanish kingdom and on the North African 
coast for much of his adult life brought with it mixed blessings. His love and respect for the King 
had been mitigated by the death of those closest to him during his long absence from Italy. This 
weighed heavily upon him. Not even the thought of making Sabbioneta into an ideal city could 
ameliorate his sense of personal loss.  
Yet Spain did hold the key for him—on the windswept plains of Old Castile, among the rugged 
mountains of Al-Andalus, or in the shade of Valencia‘s olive groves, he had learnt how to contain 
himself. He had attempted to fashion himself into a Stoic of old—immune from misfortune, 
assiduous in his work habits, acknowledging beauty as an abstract ideal, while remaining wholly 
detached.  
It is unlikely that he ever read John of the Cross, and surely not at this moment in his life. But if 
he ever had the occasion to do so, given Philip‘s interest in the man, the poet‘s words would have 
certainly struck a chord. Vespasiano was a prime candidate for John‘s plea to remain committed to 
climbing a mountain: 
A genuine spirit seeks rather the distasteful … than the delectable, leans more towards suffering than 
towards consolation, more towards going without everything … than towards possession, and towards 
dryness and affliction than towards sweet consolation.
177
 
This was the type of person Vespasiano aspired to become in the midst of his self-imposed exile. 
He too wanted to become impregnable, a rock upon which his dreams might forever stand. 
Knowing that he was a sick man, and accepting his disappointments with stoic grace, he must have 
realized that his destiny was in some way blighted, in spite of the life of privilege that he enjoyed. 
The stars that his aunt had so fervently addressed at his birth appeared distant now. They had 
become dead things plunging through space, bereft of their luminescence, indifferent to his destiny. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
177 John of the Cross, Ascent of Mt Carmel, Bk. II.  Collected Works. (Washington D.C.: ICS Publications, 1991). 
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                            9  
HALL OF MIRRORS 
 
 
 
To enter the Palazzo Giardino overlooking Piazza del Castello is to enter a world dominated by 
memory and nostalgia. One must never forget that Sabbioneta is a totally planned city imbedded in 
a utopian ideal that stems from a continuous desire to project a future from the past. Its conception 
presents an ambiguous meditation between an ideal world of antique gods and heroes, a so-called 
golden age, and the possibility of a rinascita or return to this same condition sometime in the future. 
It is ambiguous in the sense that it looks backwards and forwards, not in any normal way, but rather 
as we might plan a future that is a return to the past. Yet past and future are entirely absent, and this 
seems to tie them together in a way that excludes the present. Sabbioneta is a metaphor that is both 
functional and representational—it is a physical city and civitas conceived of as architecture rather 
than as a city spontaneously created out of any sense of natural growth as a place where people 
lived 
Climbing the stairway and entering the Palazzo Giardino and Galleria for the first time is to enter 
a world where history, mythology, and foible begin to intersect. Goddesses gaze from the ceiling, 
and stucco figures of Roman emperors in circular wall niches stare blankly out at the viewer. 
Cupids are there, holding up the ceiling or supporting garlands of flowers. Heraldic compositions, 
painted eagles clutching flames in their talons, massive trompe l‘oeil on walls and ceilings, it is as if 
the entire Palatine has been transported stone by stone from Rome—all these give the impression 
that the Duke wanted his life to merge with the divinely instituted order of the gods. This is no 
ordinary palace but a place where a man might exist in his own imaginary universe. One cannot 
help thinking of Aeneas‘s advice to his fellow exiles from Troy in Virgil‘s great epic: 
 
We hold our course for Latium, where the Fates 
Hold out a settlement and rest for us. 
Troy‘s kingdom there shall rise again. Be patient: 
Save ourselves for more auspicious days.
178
 
 
                                                 
178 Virgil, The Aeneid, Bk. I. Tr. Robert Fitzgerald. (New York: Everyman‘s Library, 1992). 
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Venturing further into its maze of rooms, one enters a chamber celebrating Aeneas‘s flight from 
Troy. Soldiers, young women and peasants bearing loads on their heads—all of them have gathered 
round the hero as he climbs aboard his galley. It is a scene depicting an invitation to escape. One is 
invited to step along a gangplank and gaze at the distant hills of the future Roman Empire. Jupiter, 
Venus, and Mars are all there. One becomes part of this exodus of heroes escaping to a better world. 
Vespasiano is there too, his face partly in shadow under his helmet. He is saying goodbye to two 
children—Isabella and Luigi perhaps—as he prepares to leave for Spain. No wonder that he 
identified so strongly with Aeneas—both men wanted to become heroes. Both men felt themselves 
exiles. 
  In a corridor leading to the Hall of Mirrors, Orpheus plays his lyre in a garden. Animals submit 
to the hypnotizing effect of his music. An elephant, a unicorn, a family of monkeys, camels, a 
horse, a wolf and a pig surround him. On the wall next to a window a city is in flames, with 
Orpheus playing to an attentive audience. Old anxieties are at work in this city ever prone to 
destruction. In his heart, Vespasiano was never sure whether Sabbioneta might survive him. Was it 
a fabrication of his mind? That he might choose to sing of its existence as a poet was entirely 
circumstantial. Giulia, his aunt, had thrust the lyre into his hand; now it was up to him to render a 
tune. 
In the Room of Mirrors a phantasmagoria of Turkish accoutrements, fascias full of arrows, 
spears, broad axes and turbans presents itself. Four huge frescoes depicting Arcadian scenes of rural 
bliss overwhelm the eye. It is an idyll of Italy where men and women are content to pose before the 
observer. In one fresco, the fisherman‘s boat is heavy laden; the high slopes to the left are graced 
with shepherds and farm animals; in the distance a city rises from the edge of the water, its Martello 
towers and campaniles a Cubist abstraction against a sky fraught with cloud and magenta-coloured 
mountains. In this room ladies and their consorts danced, their reflections caught in giant Venetian 
mirrors positioned along opposing walls. In another scene, a hunter dressed in Roman armour on a 
white horse is chasing a boar. The Room of Mirrors is a perfect reflection of the Mannerist mind. It 
is home to what Virgil calls the ―eternal fire‖ of memory and the dream—the turmoil and anguish 
of an ideal landscape unaffected by time. 
Entering the Cabinet of the Graces from the Hall of Mirrors is to succumb to every figment of 
the classical imagination. Here, Mithraic mysteries are populated by satyrs and nereids. Nearby, 
Silenus is blowing his horn. The Graces are suspended above, their nudity sensual yet palpable. 
These three figures stand in a pavilion made up of stick-like columns supporting a cupola, with an 
airy gazebo on top. They are orchestrating a series of cameos depicting every conceivable posture. 
Silenus is clubbing a goat to death. Another satyr, trident in hand, is attacking a leopard. A third is 
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wrestling with a griffon. The walls are awash with fish and crays, each suspended under baldachins. 
Gargoyles peer down, while birds flaunt their plumage.  
Mithras is there too, supported by horses, her breasts full of milk and fish hanging like streamers 
above her head. Wine is being poured from amphorae by nymphs, while Medusa‘s head gazes out 
of her unruly crop of snakes. Vines and acanthus leaves weave their way through every image, 
creating a riotous impression. Fantasy, dream, and sensuality make up this panoply of escape. The 
Cabinet of Graces is where couples once retired after dancing in order to dally among these 
suggestive images. The artist, Fornaretto Mantovano, has clearly given us his version of the Roman 
orgy, if more refined. 
Arriving in the Galleria Grande from the Hall of Mirrors is but a prelude to what appears to be 
an endless corridor leading to a replication of the ideal city painted on the wall at its very end. 
Ninety-five metres in length, the Galleria is one of the largest buildings of its type in Italy. Here at 
last is an image of the city as theatre, as a fantastic landscape in which man is a solitary observer. 
He does not live in this city—rather, he gazes upon its carefully articulated spaces, its juxtaposed 
buildings graced by verticality and depth, with the air of detachment. The Galleria is Vespasiano‘s 
answer to the kaleidoscope—he wishes us to enter a changing landscape of buildings, heraldic 
forms, statuary, loggias, obelisks, streets, archways, fountains, balustrades and cerulean skies 
suspended above columns, each image celebrating what one observer noted as ―the city transformed 
into theatre.‖ 
Modelled on the Circus Flaminius in Rome from engravings published in Lafrery‘s Speculum 
Domanae Magnificente, the Galleria Grande offers a perfect example of the way Vespasiano‘s mind 
worked. He wanted the gallery to house the more than 170 pieces of Roman sculpture that he had 
purchased, perhaps the largest collection of its type outside the Vatican. Roman emperors figured 
large—Lucullus, Commodus, Severus, Hadrian and his lover Antinoe, Aurelius, Nero, Augustus 
Domitian, Vespasian, Titus, they are all there. Sarcophagi, too, depicting life in Rome or Achilles 
outside the walls of Troy. Vespasiano‘s obsession with his Roman heritage dominated the Galleria. 
Nor was he alone in his predilection for what Symonds called ―the strong wine of multitudinous 
thoughts and passions that kept pouring from those long-buried amphorae‖ that were periodically 
unearthed in and around Rome.
179
 Popes and dukes, condottieri and peasants, noble ladies and 
artists all became scholars and archaeologists after a fashion. Michelangelo‘s first work of 
sculpture, for example, was sold as a recovered Roman marble.  
There is one story that perfectly illustrates the temper of the times. In 1485, a report circulated in 
Rome that Lombard workmen had discovered a Roman sarcophagus while digging on the Appian 
Way. It was a marble tomb, engraved with the inscription, ―Julia, daughter of Claudius.‖ Inside the 
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coffin lay the body of a beautiful girl of fifteen years, preserved from corruption by unguents. 
According to reports, the bloom of youth was still on her cheeks and lips; her eyes and mouth were 
half open; her hair floated round her shoulders. She was at once removed to the capital, there to 
receive pilgrims from all quarters of the city wanting to pay homage to this saint of the Pagan 
world.
180
 The Laocoön statue found among the ruins of the Baths of Titus in Rome, discovered at 
the time of Pope Julius II and said to depict the brother of Aeneas, was also treated as a sacred 
object.  
When Michelangelo heard of its existence he immediately went to see it disinterred. Ghiberti 
described a figure of Hermaphroditicus that he saw in Rome in language that we might baulk at 
today: ―To express the perfection of learning, mastery, and art displayed in it is beyond the power 
of language. Its most exquisite beauties could not be discovered by sight, but only by the hand 
passed over it.‖181 Vespasiano‘s interest in antiquity was therefore not unusual; he merely possessed 
the resources to purchase whatever he wanted, and he did so with avidity. The Duke would have 
also been familiar with Mantegna‘s great works, Parnassus and Minerva Expelling the Vices in the 
Ducal Palace in Mantua, which he often visited. 
His Galleria became a haven for statuary among which he could wander in quieter moments. 
Poseidon, Apollo, a friendly centaur, the busts of long-past emperors and Caesars, graceful figures 
of vestal virgins in their chitons, backfired kraters with narrative cycles inscribed on their surfaces, 
grave relics from the necropolises of Apulian cities, portable cases for ornaments and spices, agate 
rings, coins, jewellery, a statue of Dionysius, scraps of bronze from a round shield, a battle axe and 
a pitted sword blade—these were just some of the items he had collected over the years. They 
bolstered his circumspection, his need to feel that he belonged… elsewhere, perhaps. 
The Duke spared no effort to surround himself with remnants of this lost age of antiquity. In a 
Greek statue, there was enough soul to characterize the beauty of the body, and so render in marble 
the virginal grace of Artemis. The works of Phidias or Praxiteles may not have been represented in 
his collection, but certainly echoes of their artistic skill were on show for him to feast his eyes upon. 
When he did have occasion to wander among these statues, dead deities rose up from their 
sepulchres to move him with the muteness of their forms. For a few minutes, he became one with 
them. 
To what extent Vespasiano saw himself as the embodiment of the classical man we will never 
know. Possibly he had sought inspiration in Virgil whose epic had profoundly influenced 
generations of Italians, particularly those of the Renaissance. Virgil was born a few miles from 
Mantua on a farm, and studied in Cremona and Milan. After completing his education in Rome 
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where he studied rhetoric, Virgil retired to live in Naples. There he continued his work in 
philosophy under the Epicurean, Sito. It is more than possible that Vespasiano identified with the 
poet or at least with Aeneas, his hero. Their backgrounds were similar. Those many years he had 
spent in Spain and North Africa were reminiscent of Aeneas‘s exile from Ilium after the defeat of 
Troy. Troy, too, must have seemed like an ideal city to a man looking for a new homeland in 
Latium. 
Aeneas was the son of a goddess, and so the beneficiary of a great deal of supernatural attention. 
Given his close relationship with Giulia, Vespasiano might also have felt that a goddess oversaw his 
destiny too. Aeneas‘s stay in Carthage as a guest of Dido, before sailing north to Italy, was not 
dissimilar to his own sojourn at Mers-el-Kebir. The parallels were obvious—Vespasiano, conscious 
of his Roman heritage, was not only echoing the Renaissance‘s interest in the antique, he was 
confirming to himself his lineal descent from those ancient senatorial families of the capital where 
his namesake, Titus Flavius Vespasian (AD 9–79), had been honoured by a temple built in his 
name. Titus Flavius was a man of action, industrious, someone who preferred a simple life to the 
trappings of an emperor. His proclaimed desire had been to restore and enhance the state, an 
ambition close to Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s heart as well. Though he was no orator, Titus Flavius 
founded chairs of rhetoric and philosophy in Rome, and granted fiscal privileges to teachers and 
doctors much as Vespasiano had done in Sabbioneta. 
The Duke moved within different worlds. As an aristocrat he was conscious of his responsibility 
to family, to his community, and to his adopted king. He had trained as an architect, military expert, 
humanist, and poet. Combining a life of action as a condottiere with that of a thinker made him 
more than a soldier of fortune eager to establish a name for himself. His sensibility did not invite 
close attachment to the barrack room or the conversation of men who thought only of war. The 
years spent at court in Naples, Flanders, and Spain had made him aware of the larger social and 
political issues confronting Europe. His alignment with the Protestant Reformation, though never 
overtly stated in any of his correspondence, must be assumed, given Giulia‘s influence. 
 She would have made him aware of the need for a spiritual revival in Italy if the church were to 
survive. Moreover, Vittoria Colonna, a distant aunt, was of the same opinion, and she would have 
spared no effort to make him aware of papal corruption before she died. His observations of the 
workings of the Inquisition in Spain and in Flanders must have occasioned further doubt in his mind 
on the role of the church. Though he did not participate in the defence of Malta during its long siege 
by Suleiman‘s forces in 1565, he was more than conscious of the political implications had the 
sultan been victorious. The defeat of the Turk at Lepanto in 1587 was important for Europe also. 
Vespasiano was clearly aware that the balance of power throughout the Mediterranean and Europe 
depended in no small part on men such as himself. 
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The Galleria Grande and his Palazzo Giardino thus represented his desire to re-establish 
patrician values, but in a new context. It is true that by surrounding himself with all things 
antiquarian he was doing no more than many others of his day. The statuary and frescoes of 
classical imagery cluttering his living quarters and library meant more to him than a retreat into 
nostalgia. Vespasiano considered a respect for the past as the correct way to justify his actions in 
the present. There was no point in him waging war on behalf of a king, spending years in the 
provinces building fortifications or supervising the construction of Sabbioneta unless it was for a 
purpose. By erecting a statue of Minerva in the city centre, he hoped that Athena‘s light might shine 
on him too. She, after all, was the embodiment of mind, according to Ficino. Hellenic parallels were 
all part of Vespasiano‘s bid to establish a sense of the heroic in his life. Antiquity, by its very 
nature, implied a timeless quality that would rub off on Sabbioneta, and so glorify its presence.  
He wanted to see the revival of the Republic, if only in miniature. Why should not the Senatus 
Populusque Romanus be restored to power? Wandering among his antiquities, dreaming of spacious 
vaults and triumphal arches, he might well have seen himself as a Tribune of the people, called to 
rule the world even if only in the tiny principality of Sabbioneta. Studying Livy, Sallust and 
Valerius Maximus, he would have understood the meanings of inscriptions found on various pieces 
in his collection. He was not immune to the power of emblems and heraldry. Latin inscriptions 
graced many of his buildings. On summer evenings, when he strolled along the parapets and gazed 
at the fields beyond, he must have secretly wondered whether he was not a worthy candidate of the 
ancient world. 
The Duke was torn between his northern Lombard ancestry and his links to Spain. It was the 
Aragonese government in his hometown of Naples that encouraged a social transformation in 
obedience to Spanish ideas. This in turn influenced much of Italy during the sixteenth century. One 
of its chief features was contempt for manual work and a passion for titles, of which Vespasiano 
was more than partial. He sought them as others might wealth or fame. Italy was filled with doctors 
of law, medicine, notaries, officers and knights. ―A few years ago,‖ wrote Franco Sacchetti, 
―everybody saw how all the workpeople down to the bakers, how all the wool-carders, usurers, 
money-changers and blackguards of all descriptions become knights. Why should an official need a 
knighthood when he goes to preside over some little provincial town?‖182 Such a criticism might 
easily be levelled at Vespasiano had he not been of noble descent. When we hear of Cosimo de‘ 
Medici being thanked for adopting young people into his order of St. Stephen, and so removing 
them from trade or commerce, it becomes evident that Spanish values had triumphed over 
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Florentine common sense. A belated chivalry, independent of all nobility of birth, had blurred the 
edges between genuine aristocrats and mountebanks. 
The bulk of Vespasiano‘s correspondence suggests a man who rarely stepped out of his class. He 
invariably attended marriages, tournaments, regattas, and festivals put on by a restricted group of 
friends. He rarely joined hunting parties; although, given the Gonzaga love of falcons, he must have 
spent odd days hawking outside Mantua or Cremona. He was not an ebullient fellow, gruff, or given 
to practical jokes. Whenever one enters the Palazzo Ducale the impression received is of the man 
sitting alone at a table, eating a frugal meal by the light of candles, or spending long hours in his 
studiolo poring over books. It is this contrast between his public and private face that is at the heart 
of his personality. Vespasiano secretly longed to put off his princely attire and lose himself among 
ordinary folk, just as he did among fishermen‘s wives in Sperlonga all those years ago. Ever 
conscious of his position, however, he was unable to do so. 
The manners and habits of the courtier were never his forte. He probably viewed court life as a 
necessary evil, one in which he must move, converse and cultivate connections, all with as little 
effort as possible. It is not easy to see him dancing to the music of Palestrina, or listening to 
Antonio Rota rendering a tune on his lute. He is a man who preferred to pass his time among 
friends discussing philosophy or reciting a new poem. After one of these gatherings, supper would 
have likely been laced with conversation on subjects that ―women might listen to without shame, 
nor men might not seem to be speaking under the influence of wine,‖ as Bandello so aptly 
remarked.
183
  
One must assume that an evening with Vespasiano at home would have been a lively though 
sober affair, where politics, world discovery, scientific advances, and the corruption of the church 
were considered worthy topics for conversation. More often than not, Machiavelli‘s adage that 
Italians were irreligious and corrupt above all others stemmed from his belief that the Church and 
her representatives set the worst example. This was unlikely to have fallen on deaf ears in such 
company. 
Strolling through his Galleria Grande of an afternoon is to gain a clearer picture of the man. He 
is quite unlike the painting in the Castagno Museum in Florence of the condottiere, Farinata degli 
Uberti.
184
 Uberti is portrayed as stiff-kneed and arrogant, his shoulder bristling with armour, and 
almost effeminate in the way he stands. Nor does Vespasiano possess the heavy, pragmatic gaze of 
Ludovico Montefeltro, contemplating the ephemeral nature of his achievements. There is something 
altogether gentler, more unassuming about him. One suspects that his oft-quoted courage was 
tempered by the knowledge that he was vulnerable to barbs more wounding than any arrows. There 
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is a remoteness underlining his character. His statue in the Church of the Incoronata intimates a man 
whose life has been only partly successful, that he is no master of his destiny as witnessed in many 
portraits of the period. Not for nothing had he studied in Naples, under the watchful gaze of Thomas 
Aquinas, that ever-cautious theologian of the Summa Theologica, which he likely read in his youth 
since the saint had lived in Fondi for a short time. 
Sabbioneta, in particular the Palazzo Giardino and Galleria Grande, surrounded as it was by a 
garden carefully ordered to suggest the sovereign stability of Vespasiano‘s infant state, nonetheless 
betrays the image of a frozen object.
185
 One is sometimes struck by its coldness, its elegance and 
precision. This was the world that Vespasiano chose to evoke—a kind of Aristotelian exactitude 
that suggests a life of carefully contained emotion. Given the events of his life, one hesitates to say 
that Vespasiano was devoid of feelings. Jealousy and anger are there if one accepts the deaths of 
Raineri and Diana as more than a demonstration of his uncontrollable mania.  
It might be argued that syphilis had something to do with his moods. It is well known that the 
disease, especially in its latter stages, can affect the brain and so determine personal behaviour. As 
Daudet remarked, ―nervous illness raises to the power of two … both the qualities and the faults of 
those it touches.‖186 Madge even suggests that the construction of Sabbioneta may be the reflection 
of neurotic behaviour.
187
 In other words, building his city may have been an attempt to escape a 
disease that he knew was destroying him, and so became his soliloquy. Every brick and tile was 
designed to alleviate the terror of a death lurking inside his body. Syphilis would always be a 
disease of the heart, it seems, provoking its slow deliquescence, the emptying out of passion and 
love of life. In this sense Sabbioneta would become his Siberia, that cold place where he dealt with 
the glacial approach of death.  
The Room of Mirrors was his haven. Here, all is not what it seems. The idyllic pastoral scenes, 
the fisherman in his boat, the boar laid low by javelins, the city by the sea—everything is a 
semblance of a state yearned for yet unrealized. Vespasiano longed to transmute the failures of his 
life into something timeless. Outside, the Piazza del Castello is bound by his rocca, Galleria Grande 
and Palazzo Giardino, each structure a bastion against the imputations of disorder. He wanted his 
city to be a memorial to a sense of stability that so far had evaded him. The city within a city that he 
had instructed his painter Bernardino Campi to paint on the walls at the far end of the Galleria 
Grande was an attempt to lose himself within its labyrinthine alleys.
188
 He had little choice now but 
                                                 
185 See ―Lo spazio del principe, tra natura e artificio‖ by Leandro Ventura. Nonsolosabbioneta secondo. 
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to bury himself inside, given that he had created the place for his own pleasure. Here he presided 
over a coliseum with its chariot races, its gladiatorial combat, naval battles and martyrdoms. 
Vespasiano was a man who wanted to preserve Rome‘s fixation with Imperium and fama at all 
costs. 
His dream was to create a cosmos in the tradition of Leonardo da Vinci and other great 
humanists of the age. The idea of a city within a city suggests a quality of reduction, as if viewed 
through the wrong end of Galileo‘s telescope. In so doing the city became an act of intensification, 
and therefore more real. Moreover, Vespasiano‘s desire was to introduce another element into the 
equation—refraction. He wanted Sabbioneta to reflect a range of emotional colours in keeping with 
the subtlety of his intellect. This alone was the measure of a man‘s achievement. The real was never 
going to be enough. It had to be enhanced, toned, and placed in the domain of chiaroscuro if the 
imagination was to be enlivened. For him, the ideal city was a way of introducing a sense of 
composure, a calm Olympianism into the business of ordinary life. In this way, existence became a 
demonstration of art. 
Vespasiano had wanted to create a marvel. To this end he succeeded. The Palazzo Giardino and 
Galleria had become an echo of Rome as the ―widowed city‖ of Dante. In the words of the 
Mirabilia Romae, a twelfth century guidebook to the Eternal City, the Duke hoped to recreate the 
spirit of a lost age: ―These and many more temples and palaces of emperors, consuls, senators, and 
prefects were in the time of the heathen within this Roman city, even as we have read in old 
chronicles, and have seen with our eyes, and have heard tell of ancient men. And moreover, how 
great was their beauty in gold, and brass, and ivory, and precious stones, we have endeavoured in 
writing, as well as we could, to bring back to remembrance of mankind.‖ By celebrating this 
―remembrance of mankind‖ in the streets of Sabbioneta, Vespasiano was doing no more than 
Raphael and Michelangelo did while in the employ of Pope Leo X.  
The fragmentary nature of the old Roman culture was given new life, an artificiality and 
artlessness, in the frescoes and trompe l‘oeil of his residence. Here, a man could succumb to his 
dreams of an ancient mythology supporting his every action. In the Hall of Mirrors everything 
became a reflection of something else. The Duke had set out to achieve a kind of Elysium of the 
senses whenever he entered these buildings. It was as if the pleasure of an ideal present intimating 
the glory of an unrecovered past served to envelop him with all the immediacy of an Attic vase. He 
had wrapped himself in antiquity much as an Egyptian embalmer does a mummy. 
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It is not hard to identify with the Duke—with his moods, his obsessions, his restless energy and 
resilience. One cannot pretend to be objective about him, at least not as a man solely at the mercy of 
those facts that make up his life. One begins to glimpse the man behind the mask. His very 
worldliness becomes his façade. He is a master at manipulation, and able to conduct himself in 
accordance with some hidden plan. Vespasiano spent a great deal of time pondering the image of 
himself that he wanted to present to his contemporaries. A secret desire to emulate the grandeur of 
the Mantuan court may have been a part of his motivation. Yet he was more than an imitator—the 
Duke wanted to make his life into a canvas. He wanted to paint himself. It is no accident that the 
trompe l‘oeil was such a popular vehicle of deceit during the sixteenth century.  
The consummate modelling of divine and human forms was a trait of Greek sculpture. Its 
example inspired men like Vespasiano to fashion beauty out of everything they did. This is why he 
was so capable at building fortifications, and why he spent so much of his time learning about 
architecture. Unlike the painter or sculptor who reaches for his tools as soon as he has devised his 
plan, the architect relies on others to realize his ideas. It is an aristocratic art where delegation 
becomes the primary tool. The architect is therefore more God-like, and able to orchestrate 
abstraction into object, as indicated by Alberti: ―Him I call an architect who, by a sure and 
wonderful art and method, is able, both with thought and invention, to devise and, with execution, 
to complete all those works which, by means of the movement of great weights and the conjunction 
and amassing of bodies, can, with the greatest beauty, be adapted to the uses of mankind …‖189 At 
heart a Stoic, Vespasiano accepted the axiom that the entire universe is an organized society. It is 
also a community in which the divine and the human dwell together in a state of full citizenship. 
The Cynics described it as cosmopolis—the city that is extensive with the whole cosmos. His 
argument would have been that ―the world is, as it were, one city,‖ and therefore an object of art in 
itself. 
                                                 
189
 Anthony Grafton, Leon Battista Alberti. ( New York: Hill and Wang, 2000). 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
124 
One can imagine Vespasiano reading Marcus Aurelius in his study of an evening. ―Manliness 
without ostentation is a quality my father did not know,‖ or ―What is not harmful to the city cannot 
harm the citizen‖—such expressions must have inspired him on occasions. 190  He probably 
identified with Aurelius who, like him, was adopted by his aunt, the wife of Emperor Antonius, 
after his parents died when he was young. Like Vespasiano too, Aurelius had enjoyed the benefits 
of a private education at the hands of tutors who taught him the doctrines of Stoicism. And like the 
emperor, he was to marry a woman whose propriety would later be questioned. These men had 
much in common—they were both soldiers as well as poets. More tellingly, perhaps, from our point 
at least, they both died at the same age. 
The intellectual and artistic movement that we associate with the Renaissance was very much 
about identifying with the past. It was hard not to, given that many paintings of the period 
celebrated the glory of knowledge. Vespasiano would have likely viewed Raphael‘s School of 
Athens in the Vatican on one of his visits to Rome. He would have admired the artist‘s attempt to 
reconcile philosophy, astrology, and theology as depicted at a gathering of philosophers from all the 
ages. Among the figures in the painting were Diogenes, Aristotle, and Plato—Timaeus in hand—as 
well as Zoroaster and Pythagoras. Vespasiano must have felt more than worthy to be in their 
company. Though Ficino‘s Platonic Academy in Florence no longer existed, he had participated in 
any number of such institutions in Fondi, Naples, Venice, and Sabbioneta, to know how stimulating 
they could be.  
Had he ever stopped in San Sepolcro on his way north through Umbria after visiting friends in 
Urbino? If he had, then surely he would have seen the figure of Piero della Francesca‘s Risen Christ 
in all its austere majesty. Certainly, we know that he visited the Medici tombs in Florence to view 
Michelangelo‘s work, since his own catafalque in the Church of the Incoronata bears an 
unmistakable likeness. The dome in his church suggests a familiarity with that of St Peters in Rome 
also. Sensitive to art, sculpture and the written word, Vespasiano always felt comfortable relaxing 
with friends in the Palazzo del Te in Mantua, gazing at Romano‘s paintings of Psyche. He probably 
visited Lorenzo d‘ Medici‘s library in Florence more than once to discuss books with its curators. It 
seems that Vespasiano moved easily among his peers, and was always welcomed as an honoured 
guest in every court he visited. 
Unfortunately, the life of the mind was to remain remote from him during his years in Spain. His 
devotion to Philip was far greater than his desire to return to Italy at this time. As a father, he 
nonetheless attempted to conduct a distant relationship with both Isabella and Luigi through his 
letters. At one point he asked that Isabella, now six, be removed from the monastery in Sabbioneta 
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and taken to Naples to further her education. Similarly, he requested that young Luigi, who would 
have been little more than five years old, be sent to the court of Spain as a page to Don Ferdinando, 
the son of King Philip.  
Already, one sees him charting a course of education and training for his children similar to the 
one that he had received. The Duke appointed Ludovico Messirotti, the same man who recorded the 
annals of his life as we know them today, to accompany Luigi as his teacher and introduce him to a 
humanist education at an early age. Nonetheless, it must have been hard for his children to be 
without a mother and separated from their father almost since birth. One wonders whether they 
would have recognized their father, except through family portraits. 
Luigi and Isabella probably meant more to Vespasiano as future dynastic claimants than as his 
flesh and blood, although he pretended otherwise. It is likely that he saw more of his son when the 
boy came to Spain—at least when he visited court to meet with the king. There is no evidence 
suggesting that Luigi accompanied his father on any of his campaigns, though we know that he 
stayed with him in Valencia on at least one occasion. Gazing at a portrait of young Luigi is to see 
more of his Spanish inheritance from his mother‘s side than that of the Gonzagas. He looks like his 
mother, with her clear forehead and protruding eyes, delicate nose and small mouth. It is 
questionable whether Vespasiano saw in this boy the future Duke of Sabbioneta, for he was a sickly 
child, not at all robust like his father. The Duke admitted as much when he wrote a letter to his 
cousin Duke Guglielmo in Mantua sometime in 1577, from Spain: ―Here my health is good, unlike 
that of my son Luigi, who lately has been in danger of his life, suffering from catarrh and fever; and 
he has grown so weak that I dare not allow myself to be optimistic for the future.‖ 191 
Vespasiano brooded over his fate. Frequent headaches made him sensitive to loneliness and a 
belief that he was largely a ―lost man‖ to those back in Italy. This sense of alienation affected him 
deeply, and made him more conscious of his responsibilities at home. A constant stream of letters to 
his fattor generale in Sabbioneta, overseeing and directing construction projects that he had 
previously planned, meant that the city continued to rise in his absence. Money flowed unabated 
into the community to finance such projects as the edification of the newly constructed Capuchin 
convent. Vespasiano‘s absence during those years became increasingly evident—the man was 
everywhere but nowhere, a ghostly presence whose hand was on everything, willing it into 
existence. At Mers-el-Kebir or at Cartagena, Valencia or Pamplona, he was as if struggling to create 
the world in seven days. 
His past never allowed him to feel secure for very long. In 1573 the father of his wife‘s lover, an 
elderly gentleman by this time, who had once worked for the Duke in an administrative capacity, 
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was suddenly arrested on the orders of Zanichelli and put to death. It seems that old Raineri had 
never accepted his son‘s fate, and refused to keep silent about the matter. He went through the 
country spreading rumours, arguing that his son had never been Diana‘s lover, and that the young 
man had been condemned to death without trial to appease Vespasiano‘s jealousy. The so-called 
―decorum‖ of the Gonzaga name was again impugned, this time by the father. An interloper had 
once more broken that ―damnable silence.‖ Until now, Diana‘s name was never mentioned by 
anyone; she had died, passed away after a fit of apoplexy, to be mourned only when one was alone. 
Tongues must never utter her name, not even in memory. Though suicide was suggested as the 
reason for Raineri‘s sudden death, most knew that he had been silenced with a knife. 
Was Vespasiano‘s hand in this, or was Zanichelli acting on his own? We will never know. Once 
more, the dark stain of murder, suicide, and death had begun to spread about those people linked to 
Diana. A woman accused of infidelity, a young man condemned for a crime he may or may not 
have committed, a father dead while attempting to defend his son‘s honour, another woman unable 
to bear the burden of this crime—these were issues that continued to cast their pall over the Duke 
living far away in Spain. Something terrible had begun to emerge from the shadows. Diana‘s 
servant—the woman banished from court because of the remarks she had made about her mistress 
years before—had come back to haunt Vespasiano. Already, it seemed, Sabbioneta was inhabited 
by ghosts. 
What was going through Vespasiano‘s mind at this time? He had no power to directly intervene, 
we know that. Utterance had pointed the finger of guilt at his insatiable jealousy, however. The 
memory of Diana was like a tumour growing in the body politic. Sabbioneta had become, like 
himself, deeply afflicted. Mental anguish consumed him. Language, it seemed, was now the false 
conscience of the community. No one must speak—no one could speak—unless it was to fabricate 
a portrait of conjugal bliss laid low by ill health. Buried in the floor of the Palazzo Ducale, Raineri‘s 
bones were like Vespasiano‘s syphilis—they were slowly eating away at the city, destroying it from 
the inside. 
      One cannot easily excuse Vespasiano‘s behaviour on the basis of contemporary observations 
and mores, which tended to support his actions. Guicciardini, with pregnant brevity, observed: ―the 
mortar with which the states of tyrants are cemented is the blood of its citizens.‖192 He was stating 
the obvious, as well as reiterating the cynicism of Machiavelli when it came to pronouncing upon 
the way power was exercised in Italy. The very fact that the Duke was trying to create a new basis 
for civitas in the form of Sabbioneta as a Città ideale suggests that he, too, wanted to invigorate 
public life. Did he fail? Was it his defence of onore that clouded his judgment? Had his position as 
                                                 
192
 Francesco Guicciardini. The History of Italy. (New Jersey: Princeton Press, 1992). 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
127 
ruler been made untenable by the erosion of his self-esteem? These are questions that go to the heart 
of his conduct. It is unlikely that old Raineri or his son had died as a result of infidelity. They had 
died because the breath of scandal required a scapegoat.  
By 1574 Vespasiano was eager to return home to Italy. The king, however, would not let him go. 
He knew his man, and his powers of persuasion could be effective. Recognizing his services to the 
Spanish crown as a military strategist and provincial governor, Philip had already honoured 
Vespasiano with a new title—that of Principi Reali or Grandee of Spain. This entitled him to wear 
his hat in the king‘s presence. Steps were soon taken to obtain the consent of Emperor Maximilian, 
through his brother Ottavio Visconte in Vienna, to facilitate the elevation of Sabbioneta from a 
marquisate to a principality. It meant that Vespasiano was now entitled to call himself a duke; in 
addition, the principality of Sabbioneta was made independent of all feudal obligations, which 
bound him to his family in Mantua. Vespasiano was free at last! He had finally created his own tiny 
state, his dukedom. The word LIBERTAS could now be placed on his coat-of-arms as a sign that he 
was obligated to no one.  
Moreover, he had obtained another important concession from the emperor. In a letter dated 
November 1577, confirming the establishment of his principality, it read: ―… that the State 
[Sabbioneta] is confirmed from henceforth free and independent; that it is entitled to its own system 
of law and its own army; that the Emperor is no longer its ruler but its protector (non un padrone 
ma un protettore).‖193  Vespasiano had always wanted this—the benefit of imperial protection 
finally set him apart from most states in Italy. He was obligated to no one. The emperor and the 
king of Spain were to come to his rescue should the security of his miniature kingdom ever be 
threatened. 
It was an important moment for the Duke. He had worked all his life to achieve total 
independence from the dead hand of feudalism, even though he knew that his city was little more 
than a garrison town serving the interests of Philip. That he had probably compromised himself by 
working so diligently and with such devotion for the king of Spain he regarded as the price to pay to 
obtain his freedom. One must not be too critical of his actions; it would have been difficult to resist 
the power and tradition of feudalism and vassalage, even as late as the sixteenth century. One must 
remember that he lived in an aristocratic universe—at once social and political, cultural as well as 
symbolic—that constituted the theatre in which many Italian dukes were required to live and 
function.
194
 Becoming a homo feodalis still exercised a significant attraction to many would-be 
vassals eager to obtain the protection of a lord. It suited Vespasiano to become enfiefed in the short-
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term because it offered him the continuity that he craved. It offered him the opportunity and the 
social space in which he could exercise his individuality as a duke in his own domain. 
He longed to assert his independence, at least one that granted him the opportunity to rule in his 
own right. Though it might have been his by inheritance, ultimately Sabbioneta required an added 
imprimatur if he was to become his own man in a land plagued by papal designs and invading 
armies. By paying homage to a foreign king, who reigned over large parts of Italy, he was merely 
throwing in his lot with the fact that Spanish authority cancelled out all other demands. His long 
years of military service on behalf of the Spanish king had earned him certain rights that, 
paradoxically, Vespasiano saw as granting him a measure of freedom for his family in perpetuity. In 
the process he had become homo ligius—a free man. It is no accident that his friend at the imperial 
court in Vienna, Baron von Dietrichstein, could describe to him in glowing terms the kind of future 
he might expect: ―One day your son will wear the crown of a duke of the empire, and the name of 
the Gonzagas of Sabbioneta will forever be remembered. This land will be a duchy, and the dust of 
our bones shall be united with its dust.‖195 
This would very well account for his inordinate love of titles and honours. Already made viceroy 
of Valencia and Navarre, the Duke saw such titles as a seal of approval. He enjoyed, for example, 
the honour bestowed upon him by the republic of Genoa on his return from Spain in 1578. Not only 
was he accompanied by a flotilla of galleys under the command of Andrea Dorea‘s son, Maresciallo 
Dorea, but also the senate of the Republic paid him its respect at a formal ceremony soon after his 
arrival. As late as 1588, and in spite of growing ill health, he was more than prepared to make the 
journey to Venice to receive the title of Altezza [―His Highness‖] from the Doge. There, too, we see 
him commissioning a sculptor to create twelve equestrian statues honouring his lineage as far back 
as he could reasonably establish.  
These horsemen, of which four survive today (the other eight were destroyed by fire in the 
1700s), now stand in the Room of the Horsemen in the Palazzo Ducale as testimony to 
Vespasiano‘s princely heritage. Titles, wooden horsemen, coats-of-arms and especially Latin 
inscriptions on walls and above gates—these more than demonstrated his love of seigniorial 
authority.
196
 Philosophers such as Giovio and Domenichi called such expressions ―inventions‖ 
[invenzione, or ―patent rights‖], worn by cavaliers to ―reveal one part of their generous thoughts‖ as 
the natural and universal way of ―communicating by signs‖ [demonstrar per segni].197 The old 
language of Rome became his bulwark against the prospect of slipping into obscurity. Words were 
grafted onto stonework in a bid to sacramentalize his name. 
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Finally, and rather reluctantly, Philip allowed his loyal servant to return to Sabbioneta when 
Vespasiano pleaded ill health. But not until after he had completed the fortifications at Gibraltar and 
Cadiz. In 1578, accompanied by his son Luigi, Vespasiano disembarked for the last time in Genoa, 
laden with treasures bestowed upon him by his grateful lord. He was an extremely rich man, with 
enough money to complete the construction of Sabbioneta, which until then had been constructed 
largely with the revenues he obtained from his estates around Fondi and elsewhere. 
 When at last he rode into the city on a warm August day, his people were already gathered in 
the streets to welcome him. His daughter Isabella was standing on the steps of the Palazzo Ducale 
as he dismounted in the Piazza Grande where he formally received homage from his fattor generale 
and retainers. His soldiers stood on parade and saluted him with raised swords, dressed in the 
uniform that he had designed. The streets and squares were festooned with flags. The rumble of 
drums and the shrill sound of flutes could be heard. Everyone was wearing their Sunday best. 
Horses nervously mouthed bits and tossed their heads. When he gazed at Isabella and saw this 
young woman almost for the first time, he knew that he had come home at last. She was the image 
of her mother, just like Luigi. One can only assume that he struggled to contain his emotions. 
He had been dreaming about this day for many years. Riding towards his city and recognizing its 
walls, loggias, and campaniles emerging from the fields in the morning light—this alone made him 
believe it was all worthwhile. His years of exile were over. Those days when he thought he might 
never see his beloved Sabbioneta again had finally come to an end. His feelings must have been 
hard to contain. The city that he had dreamed of, that he had created over and over in his mind, 
though little more than a borgo of approximately 1,000 citizens, now lay before him at last.
198
 The 
shock of recognition was overwhelming—suddenly it was much more than the city he had left. It 
was a new city rising from the depths of his passion and his loneliness. Indeed, he must have seen it 
as more than a celebration of his own vision; it had become a monument to a flawed life, which in 
turn he had managed to orchestrate as a supreme work of art.  
This moment was short-lived. Who knows whether the past had not come back to haunt him? 
Discovering his city through the eyes of his architects and workmen over the next few months, did 
he not experience a feeling of emptiness? While these men diligently supported his vision for 
creating an ideal city throughout the long years when he was absent in Spain, they could never fully 
make up for his absence. Meanwhile memories of Diana and of Anna rose up to taunt him. Did he 
see Raineri lying on the ground before him? Did he see the vial of poison in his own hand, offering 
it to Diana to drink? Was it the image of Anna dressed in mourning as she drove to Rivarolo di 
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Fuori to escape the baleful influence of what had occurred long ago that he saw? We shall never 
know.  
In 1580 Vespasiano was again struck down by a severe bout of syphilis, shortly after his return 
from Spain. It nearly drove him out of his mind. Nor could the tender hand of his daughter Isabella, 
who by now loved her father as any daughter might after so many years separated from him, begin 
to alleviate his terrible pain. Her hand on his brow only reminded him of the women he had loved 
and in some way betrayed. He had not come home to an ideal city, but to memories of the past that 
forever left him in a state of unresolved guilt. 
The pain was not about to disappear. The migraines continued—what Daudet called the ―wasps‖ 
that stung and stabbed at his brain. Nor were doctors, such as ―clever‖ Gabriel Beato from Bologna, 
able to relieve him. The good physician announced to the Duke that the ―trouble lay in his skull, 
which was putrefying.‖199 As a last resort, a local surgeon named Antonio Amici (also his barber) 
was called in to perform a trepanning operation on the Duke.
200
 A hole was duly drilled into his 
cranium to relieve the pressure on his brain.  
Hovering between life and death and often suffering hallucinations, Vespasiano spent days, even 
weeks, slipping in and out of consciousness. His city rose before him, a maze of streets into which 
he plunged without possibility of escape. Arcades and porticos began to crumble before his eyes. 
Above Vittoria Gate the head of a lion on the keystone roared at him. Dedicatory plaques tumbled 
from walls to break into pieces on the street. The myriad arches supporting his pride and joy, the 
Galleria Grande, were beginning to topple under the weight of antiquities housed in the corridor 
above. Minerva‘s column, its Corinthian flutes aflame in the last light of day, bent over like a 
flower wilting in the sun. The glorious being that was the image of his aunt on top of this pillar was 
bidding him goodbye. Like seaweed, the trompe l‘oeil inside the Galleria were shifting before his 
gaze. His library of books was in flames, thousands of pages burning with an unlikely 
incandescence. Nothing appeared stable anymore; his whole world was in a state of collapse. The 
Twelve Horsemen were riding across Piazza del Castello, weapons raised, ready to cut him to 
pieces, none other than riders of the Apocalypse. It seemed in his derangement that his own family 
now wanted him destroyed. 
One must try to picture him in his torment. This is not a man who is inherently evil, vindictive, 
or plagued by insatiable passion. Nor does he unwittingly throw his weight around, act the bully, or 
enjoy cruelty for its own sake. He has always been magnanimous in victory, and received loyalty 
from his troops. He has never, as far as we know, duped tradesmen or any artists in his employ. The 
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men that governed his tiny state during his years of absence remained loyal servants until their 
deaths. Though there was a rumour of at least one mistress called Laura sharing his later life, one 
cannot brand him a libertine. He served his king honourably, and showed every devotion to the 
memory of his aunt and mother. Men everywhere acknowledged him as a man of his word and a 
considerable intellect. Everything about Vespasiano points towards him being someone of great 
integrity, generous in his dealings, warm in his praise, even if considered to be a little remote and 
sometimes irascible, nervous.  
For him to suddenly collapse suggests that other forces were at work. Syphilis is the obvious 
culprit. He had been ill for much of his adult life, and so forced to resort to a supreme act of will to 
overcome his disability. If we study the life of another well-known syphilitic of the nineteenth 
century, the French poet Charles Baudelaire, we gain some insight into his condition. The poet 
spoke of being afflicted by a ―drowsy condition that makes me doubt my faculties‖ whenever he 
tried to work. His nerves became ragged, and in the late stages of the disease he was afflicted by 
paralysis. Baudelaire used to wake up in the early hours shivering with fever, and remain in such a 
state until late into the morning. Then he would fall asleep for a few hours, only to awaken later, 
worn out and incapable of work. All his energies were spent in summoning up his courage to 
endure the pain, the ―wasps.‖ As Enid Starkie later wrote: 
Even when he was not suffering from such an attack, his nerves remained strained. When he was 
walking in the street, the impression that someone was walking behind him gave him the feeling that 
he was about to faint, and, as soon as he fixed his attention on anything, even on a picture in a gallery, 
the sensation returned, accompanied by violent migraine, and he often imagined that he was going 
mad. This fear of madness was his greatest terror …. 
Sometimes, the seizure took the form of falling wherever he might be, so that he could not even sit 
upright in a chair, but was safe only when lying on his back, and he used often to remain thus, 
prostrated in a coma for hours.
201
 
 It is clear that a man suffering from the symptoms of syphilis, particularly in the latter stages, often 
experiences bouts of acute hypertension, which in turn affects his physical behaviour as well as his 
mental state. Baudelaire‘s experience of delusions on the street whilst out walking suggests that it is 
easy to become mentally unbalanced, and so resort to a course of action that later might be 
regretted. The philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche used to embrace horses in the streets of Turin before 
his final collapse. And Vincent Van Gogh saw himself as a saint during their last days together, 
according to his friend Gauguin. In Vespasiano‘s case, it is likely that he began to see his city as a 
form of therapy as well as a work of art. In his mind, at least, the two became one—his life was 
being sustained at a level that helped to countermand the incessant bouts of pain that he 
experienced. One cannot help but recall Van Gogh‘s last paintings of the Midi, with their 
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hypersensitive, whirling imagery. They were paintings of a deranged man desperately seeking 
salvation. In the end, the artist knew himself to be mad. 
To understand the effects of syphilis upon those who became infected, it is well to understand 
the symptoms of such a horrific disease. Fracastoro‘s treatise is a good place to begin to 
comprehend how it appeared to a doctor of the sixteenth century. In an age familiar with pain and 
illness, not forgetting such visiting pestilents as the plague, syphilis presented an alarming array of 
symptoms, none of which were easily alleviated.  
In the majority of cases, small ulcers began to appear on the sexual organs (which were) intractable, 
and refused to depart. Next, the skin broke out with encrusted pustules … they soon grew little by 
little until they were the size of a cup or acorn, which they in fact resembled … Next, these ulcerated 
parts ate away the skin … and they sometimes infected not only the fleshy parts, but even the very 
bones as well. In cases where the malady was firmly established in the upper parts of the body, the 
patient suffered from pernicious catarrh, which eroded the palate or the uvula or the pharynx of 
tonsils.
202
 In some cases the lips or eyes were eaten away, or in others the whole of the sexual organs. 
Moreover, many patients suffered from the great deformity or gummata that developed on the 
members; they were often as large as an egg or a roll of bread …. Besides all of the above symptoms, 
violent pains attacked the muscles … these pains were persistent, tormented the subject chiefly at 
night, and were the cruellest of all symptoms.
203
  
It is hard to imagine a more insidious list of symptoms, and how anyone might have survived, year 
after year, such relentless disfigurement and pain. Although Fracastoro observed a few years later 
that ―though the contagion is flourishing today, it seems to have changed its character since those 
earlier periods of its appearance,‖ small consolation that must have been to those afflicted.204 The 
Florentine historian Francesco Guiccairdini (1483–1540) observed in his Storia d‘Italia: ―Perhaps, 
after many years, the sickness became less serious, whether it was because of astrological influence, 
or through the long experience of doctors, or the appropriate remedies to treat the sickness, or it had 
transformed itself into other types of disease different from the original.‖ The fact that he could 
suggest that the disease was able to transform itself into other diseases led syphilis to be granted the 
dubious epithet as ―The Great Imitator‖ by one later observer.205  
Syphilis could often be found lurking behind rheumatism, arthritis, gout, hypertension, 
headaches, jaundice, mania, depression, dementia and deafness, as well as a host of other, 
presumably ―treatable‖ disorders. Neuro-syphilis, usually found in the tertiary stages of the disease, 
was said to bring on locomotor ataxia, or tabes, as well as delusions of wealth and grandeur, violent 
fits of mania, disruption of movement and slurred speech.
206
 This capacity to imitate or simulate 
                                                 
202 It should be noted that Luigi Gonzaga, Vespasiano‘s son, was said to be an unhealthy child who suffered from catarrh all his life, 
until he died.  
203 Ibid. GP. 
204
 Deborah Hayden. Pox. 
205 Ibid. Pox. 
206 At the end of her life, Karen Blixen of Out of Africa fame suffered inordinately from tabes dorsalis. Known as syphilitic 
myelopathy, it is a slow degeneration (specifically demyelination) of the nerves, primarily in the dorsal columns of the spinal cord, 
which help maintain a person's sense of position, vibration and discriminative touch. 
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another disease sometimes made it exceedingly hard to detect. Syphilis had become a Gorgon 
preying upon people‘s fears, draining them of all hope, and exiling syphilitics themselves to the 
very margins of society, to the hospices and hospitals for the incurables. As Alphonse Daudet was 
later to remark in In the Land of Pain (La Doulou) of his own condition, after taking morphine to 
relieve the pain: ―Each injection stops the pain for three or four hours. Then come the ‗wasps,‘ the 
stinging and stabbing here, there, and everywhere—followed by the Pain, that cruel guest.‖207  
After the initial outbreak of syphilis, which is defined by massive lesions as Fracastoro 
describes, and accompanied by fever and malaise that lasts between five and twelve weeks, a 
secondary stage begins, accompanied by a rash. The rash may be so subtle that it goes almost 
unnoticed, or it may cover the entire body, including the palms of the hands and the soles of the 
feet. At this time, the syphilitic may experience aching bones and joints, loss of appetite, insomnia, 
sore throat and headaches. Then, as the initial systemic infection subsides, there may be times when 
the patient feels healthy again, even if occasionally he is afflicted by hypersensitivity and 
headaches, just as Vespasiano was during his bouts. It is during this period, the middle years of 
infection, that the patient alternates between long periods of extreme clarity, and episodes of 
bizarre, uninhibited, even criminal acts. In other words, the patient begins to experience a ―change 
of character.‖  
In the final stage of the disease, the syphilitic may be plagued by sensations of electric currents 
in the head, vertiginous attacks, humming and whistling in the ears, vertigo and, sometimes, 
auditory hallucinations, such as the illusion of being serenaded by angels. The warning signs often 
have an explosive aspect, a sense of possessing an enormous contained energy, as Nietzsche 
experienced during the period prior to his breakdown in Turin. As a result of the hyperactivity, 
syphilis is often not suspected because of the extreme clarity of mind, without any signs of 
dementia. Finally, paresis begins to set in, often in a dramatic way, whereby the patient shows signs 
of delusion, grandiosity, and sometimes identification with religious or mythic figures. Indeed, 
Nietzsche himself wrote of one of the most violent attacks of his illness in Ecco Homo that he 
―possessed a dialectician‘s clarity par excellence,‖ even as he wrote in his diary in Genoa of the 
physical torments that he experienced almost daily.
208
 We know, too, that he signed his name as 
―Dionysius‖ when writing to a close friend. He had become infected by the gods. 
The French fin de siècle writer J. K. Huysmans, in his classic book À Rebours, painted a more 
graphic account of the horrors of syphilis. His character des Esseintes falls asleep, and is soon 
―tossing in a dark and fantastical nightmare.‖ Suddenly a figure on horseback appears, and turns 
around in its saddle: 
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His blood froze in his veins, and he was rooted to the spot in horror. The ambiguous, sexless figure 
was green, and its purple eyelids opened to reveal eyes of a terrible cold light blue; its mouth was 
surrounded by pustules; its extraordinary thin arms, the arms of a skeleton, which were bare to the 
elbows and protruded from tattered sleeves, trembled feverishly; its fleshless thighs shivered in its 
over-wide knee-boots. Its frightful state fixed des Esseintes and bore into him, chilling him to the 
marrow … Immediately he understood the meaning of the dreadful apparition. Before his eyes was 
the image of the great pox.
209
 
Two different observations, separated by hundreds of years, reveal a similar range of symptoms. 
Like tuberculosis and leprosy, which also have a literary heritage, syphilis had entered the European 
psyche as a powerful example of anguish, isolation, and, paradoxically, triumph. As Daudet wrote, 
deep in his own private hell: ―Pain, you must be everything for me. Let me find in you all those 
foreign lands you will not let me visit. Be my philosopher, be my science.‖ One wonders whether 
this is Daudet speaking or morphine. Does it matter? Syphilis had allowed Daudet to feel like a 
creature from mythology, whose torso was locked in a box of wood or stone, gradually turning 
numb and then solid. ―As the paralysis spreads,‖ he wrote, ―the sick man changes into a tree or 
rock, like some nymph from Ovid‘s Metamorphosis.‖ Aside from his mention of classical 
mythology, Daudet alludes to the death of Osiris from Egyptian cosmology stripped of his form, cut 
to pieces by Seth. 
Transformation, the change in character of the patient—these are intrinsic to the nature of 
tertiary syphilis. It has already become evident that a neurasthenic at a tertiary stage of his condition 
soon finds himself prey to fantastic images—images that only a writer or artist might be fully able 
to express. Unlike most diseases, syphilis creates its own vocabulary that lends deep pathos to its 
effects. We are in the hands of a master apprentice of the damned, a condition capable of wrenching 
a man away from his normal life, and so placing him in a select company, among those who have 
suffered almost every day of their adult lives.  
The disease with no name lingers in so much poetic and biographical discourse, other than that 
given to it by a poet long ago. In the words of James Joyce, it becomes ―gleet‖ and in those of Adolf 
Hitler ―blood sin.‖ Under its baleful regime, Heinrich Heine saw himself as ―cinder, mere rubbish.‖ 
Goya‘s doctor talked of his ―malady,‖ thinking sadly about his recuperation. Even in our own time, 
the list of syphilitics makes depressing reading: Manet, Vincent and Theo Van Gogh, Rimbaud, 
Goncourt, Flaubert, de Maupassant, Baudelaire, Schumann, Beethoven, Schubert, Randolph 
Churchill, Ivan the Terrible, Stalin, Tolstoy, Napoleon Bonaparte, Cardinal Wolsey, Henry VIII, 
Bloody Mary (congenital signs), Gauguin, Abraham Lincoln—the list goes on and on.210 The list of 
suspected syphilitics also includes Durer, Lenin, Dostoevsky, Paganini, Darwin, and Woodrow 
Wilson. The further one explores the lives of the famous, a distressing trend begins to appear—that 
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men and women were powerless to become fully themselves in the face of such a horrible affliction. 
Or they were able to overcome their affliction by sheer courage and willpower to offer up their 
exceptionality to the world. 
One man, however, did make it his business to chronicle his condition over a long period of 
time, and that was Alphonse Daudet. He alone gives us a picture of the day-to-day effects of 
syphilis on his body and his morale. In all the voluminous literature on the subject, few have made 
the effort to describe the psychological effects of the disease. What was it like to live with such an 
affliction, knowing that your body is ―damaged goods,‖ as one American novelist remarked? How 
does one reconcile oneself to a lifetime of pain? How does one deal with family, with loved-ones, 
with the stigma attached to syphilis? How does one continue to live an intimate life with one‘s wife 
or husband, knowing that contagion is ever present? These are questions that go to the heart of such 
an incurable disease. They form the bedrock of the social, psychic, and spiritual dysfunction among 
so many people for so many years. Wars, the Holocaust and the Gulags—are these not the result of 
men driven mad by their affliction? No doctor or historian will argue that it is so, because no causal 
link can be established. But should not the question be asked?  
Daudet wrote his book La Doulou, first published in 1930, long after his death. Beginning with 
memories of his diagnosis from his doctor, he recognized that the initial ―tenseness in the bladder,‖ 
which he thought ―nothing,‖ was ―the start of everything, the Invasion. Warning signs going back a 
long way. Strange aches; great flames of pain furrowing my body, cutting it to pieces, lighting it up. 
Last night, in my study, around ten o‘clock, I had a couple of minutes of pure anguish.‖211  
Such is the effect of pain upon the syphilitic. Daudet endured his affliction with courage and, for 
the most part, good grace, according to his friends. What it says to us, however, is that syphilis is 
more than an incurable disease sent to test humankind; it inflicts upon those who are infected a 
prolonged spiritual malaise that sometimes lasts for forty years. A person is never cured; he or she 
lives in the shadow of the spirochete without ever finding relief, except in some peripheral way 
either during periods of dormancy or, in the case of men like Baudelaire and Daudet, through the 
use of drugs. We do know that in its tertiary stage the disease often produces extreme clarity of 
thought. Nietzsche acknowledged that his ―illness‖ often produced unexplained euphoria, to the 
point where he was ―blasted with ecstasy,‖ as Thomas Mann suggests.212  
It therefore seems natural that Vespasiano became preoccupied with the construction of his ideal 
city at the cost of his personal wellbeing. The need to undergo a trepanning operation was the act of 
a desperate man hoping to clear away the debris of those years of pain and suffering. ―Release me 
from this vice-like pressure in my head!‖ he seemed to be saying. Those images of beauty that he 
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had managed to create—the buildings, the streets, frescoes and paintings, churches, the hospital, the 
library, the mint, the academies and fortifications—all of them were as if jumbled in his mind as he 
lay in bed after his trepanning. In an act of deconstruction he began to disassemble everything that 
he had created, believing that he had become the victim of an obsession. The desire to create his 
city as his doppelganger and then, perhaps, to dismiss it as his lifelong burden, became his only 
way of dealing with syphilis. In contrast, the construction of an ideal city was the one cure he knew 
of that might help him combat his mental decline. 
After a few months as an invalid Vespasiano slowly began to recover, only to experience tragedy 
once more in the form of the sudden death of his son, Luigi. Few details of the accident have come 
down to us that might allow exact reconstruction of the event that led to the boy‘s death. Marini 
reports that in January 1580, 15-year-old Luigi was on Via Giulia with a group of friends in a state 
of high spirits after a day‘s riding. The cavalcade happened to approach Vespasiano coming from 
another direction on horseback. Instead of saluting his father as a gesture of respect, Luigi ignored 
him as he rode by. Incensed, the Duke turned and rode back to castigate his son. After all, he was 
his father and the Duke of Sabbioneta, deserving of respect.
213
 
We do not know what happened next, but we can speculate. Vespasiano began to harangue his 
son in front of his friends. Luigi, who had dismounted in the street and was standing by 
Vespasiano‘s horse, turned away rather than be confronted by his father. For a brief moment, the 
Duke lost his temper and lashed out with his foot, delivering a sharp kick to Luigi‘s stomach. The 
blow was so severe that Luigi fell to the ground in pain, clutching at his groin. Mortified, 
Vespasiano dismounted and caught up his son in his arms. The young boy, still not yet a man, 
though prepared to rebel against what he perceived to be the severity of his upbringing (insofferente 
vero le regole di famiglia), found himself, perhaps for the first time in his life, in his father‘s 
embrace.  
The blow had been so severe that the poor boy never recovered. Marini speaks of a hernia as the 
possible cause of death, citing the lack of remedial treatment in those times to overcome such an 
illness. It must be considered a contributory cause only rather than the sole reason for Luigi‘s 
decline. Forensic evidence
214
 suggests that Luigi suffered from a congenital disease, possibly 
tuberculosis, but more likely anaemia given that his appearance at that time was more that of an old 
man than a youth.
215
 Many of the symptoms that he displayed over the years, particularly while in 
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Spain (colds, catarrh, etc.) suggest anaemia rather than tuberculosis. All we do know is that his 
health rapidly deteriorated after the incident in the street. 
 Vespasiano was left in utter despair, mortified by what had happened. Try as he might to justify 
his actions, the Duke must have known that he was partly responsible for his son‘s now terminal 
condition. His uncontrolled outburst had resulted in a bitter moment of truth for him—it seemed 
that all he ever did was cause suffering to those whom he loved. It must have been deeply 
distressing for Vespasiano. In the streets of his ideal city he had mortally wounded its principal 
beneficiary, the son that would have one day inherited it all when he died. His dream of a dynasty 
was extinguished in that street. 
There are moments in life when one asks whether one has done the right thing, or made the right 
choice. It often provokes a sense of impotence, as if one is in some way blighted. Vespasiano must 
have experienced this feeling as he sat in vigil at his son‘s bedside. It is said that they were 
reconciled, and that Luigi, in his last days, formally willed all his possessions to his father. What is 
not known is whether Vespasiano attempted to ask for his son‘s forgiveness. Did he apologize for 
leaving him in the care of his severe and ever-vigilant governor, Federico Zanichelli, while he was 
in Spain? Did he ever speak to Luigi of his mother, the doe-eyed Anna of Aragon?  
These are questions that go to the heart of Vespasiano‘s dilemma: the Duke had yet to confess to 
anyone, not least his dying son, of his incapacity to love. Nor had he acknowledged to anyone that 
his public persona meant more to him than any other. His behaviour was grounded in an excessive 
belief in rectitude as an excuse for not displaying any real concern for those closest to him.
216
 His 
love, it seems, was always conditional. 
The death of Luigi on the Feast of St Agnes late in January cast a pall over Sabbioneta. The 
streets were emptied as people retreated indoors to grieve for their duke. Most of them probably 
began to consider the consequences of Luigi‘s death, both in terms of ducal inheritance now that the 
male line was extinguished, but also in relation to the tragic sequence of deaths leading up to this 
event. Surely the question would have been asked of whether there might by a curse upon 
Sabbioneta; that everyone now had become complicit in the unresolved conflicts going as far back 
as Diana and Raineri‘s deaths.  
All we do know is that Vespasiano took some months off after his son‘s funeral, travelling to the 
nearby town of Bozzolo and back again in an attempt to distance himself from his grief. Then he sat 
down to write how he felt to friends. In a letter to the Duke of Parma he confessed his sense of 
                                                                                                                                                                  
state of health for three years prior to his death. Malacarne‘s argument is that Farnese would have known of the incident if it had 
really happened. None of this evidence is sufficient to deny the truth of the story one way or another. One must assume that 
Vespasiano did not wish to announce his complicity in the matter, given his past history. For him, silence was always golden. 
216 Malacarne ―Giustizia per Luys e Vespasiano Gonzaga‖. (Civilta Mantovano Modena: May 2000) believes that the accident was an 
attempt to discredit Vespasiano Gonzaga and so contribute to the belief that Vespasiano was motivated by cruelty. Whether this is 
true or not, a terminal disease is the most likely cause of death. The boy had suffered all his life from illness, even while in Spain 
with his father. 
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desperation, trying to find some meaning in what had happened. ―Our Lord,‖ he wrote, ―has seen fit 
to call to His side my son, Don Luigi, and to bless us both with infinite grace, for during the last 
three years he had been so ill that both he and I seemed to die more than once.‖ A strange 
confession, one suspects—it suggests that Vespasiano anticipated, indeed expected, his son‘s death. 
It also suggests that he remained immune from any sense of culpability. To him, Luigi‘s death was 
a tragic accident. 
In a bid to dismiss his troubles, Vespasiano resorted to what he knew best—to build. He initiated 
a new series of construction projects, this time associated with the edification of the parochial 
church of Santa Maria Assunta on Piazza Grande. In addition, he ordered the ground behind the 
Palazzo Ducale where the antique church of San Nocolo had once stood to be cleared in preparation 
for the building of his masterpiece, the Church of the Incoronata, a round church based upon the 
numerical symbolism of the octagon favoured by men like Alberti, Michelangelo, and Leonardo da 
Vinci. The increasing popularity of Platonic and neo-Platonic ideas, with their emphasis on the 
perfection of the circle and the possibility of expressing all relationships in terms of mathematical 
harmonies, made the circular church an ideal Renaissance form. Such architecture was seen as a 
movement away from Christocentrism to theocentrism as an expression of the glory of God and the 
dignity of man. God the Father, the Pantocrator, replaced the Man of Sorrows as the religious centre 
of the Renaissance. 
It was typical of him. He needed a project to divert his attention from his personal circumstances. 
Moreover, he had already set in process the casting of a number of cannons to complete the 
defences of the city. In a strange twist he gave each gun a name. The city walls were to be manned 
by an invisible army. Such ―personages‖ were there to confront the enemy, when and if it appeared 
as ―The Duke,‖ ―The Dragon,‖ ―Ferrante,‖ ―Visconte,‖ ―Angelino,‖ ―Siren,‖ ―The Comet,‖ even 
―Mosca.‖ This cannonade of names summed up his mental condition at the time. With virtually no 
family left of his own, he had decided to create one in the form of his artillery. Probably he wanted 
to kill the demons in himself. 
His return home from Spain had been marked by triumph as well as tragedy. Two wives and as 
many children had now died within the proximity of Sabbioneta‘s walls. His attempts to beautify 
the city clearly came at considerable cost. His health had deteriorated to such an extent that he 
could no longer expect to take the field at the head of an army, nor continue serving the King of 
Spain. Nonetheless, at fifty he had achieved a great deal, and the curve of his life was already set. 
What little that was left to him now could be summed up in a few words—his daughter, Isabella, 
and the city of his dreams. He had lost almost everything save his thoughts, his imaginings, and his 
commitment to architectural form. The Duke was beginning to look like Leoni Leone‘s figure in 
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front of the Ducal Palace. He had become a lonely figure, clutching in one hand the baton of the 
law, while the other reached out in a gesture of farewell.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
      
  
11 
THE ARGONAUT 
 
 
 
There has always been a history of association between the nobility of Europe and the various 
orders of chivalry instituted during the medieval period. Many of these orders, such as the Templars 
and Hospitaliers, were semi-monastic orders, subjecting their members to certain moral, physical, 
and social restraints. Though they were not monks in the accepted sense, given that they did not live 
secluded lives, these warrior knights prided themselves on their vocation as protectors of the 
Christian ideal, particularly in the Levant. The Knights of St John still honoured the crusading spirit 
long after it had become politically irrelevant in the courts of Europe. They had fought sustained 
battles with Turkish forces on at least two occasions in the sixteenth century in sieges at Rhodes and 
at Malta. The Crusades may have been a thing of the past, but the ideal that inspired them certainly 
was not. 
The condottieri of Italy regarded themselves as an extension to this ideal, even if they spurned 
celibacy and were available to the highest bidder. The age of chivalry continued to hold a strong 
appeal for many young nobles without land or property. To fight in foreign wars was a rite of 
passage for many of these men eager to make their name. In his youth, Vespasiano Gonzaga was 
just such a fellow; although he would always be a member of the landed gentry rather than a 
wandering knight like Don Quixote, or one of those legendary members of the Round Table. His 
claim to knighthood was in part a Gonzaga tradition, and one that he never forgot, given his desire 
to honour it in whatever form he thought appropriate. The installation of twelve horsemen in the 
Palazzo Ducale was typical of his intentions. Military bearing, armour, tournament victories, and 
the celebration of martial ethos were central to his life. He felt comfortable in the presence of 
swordsmiths, cannon casters, and horse strappers. He enjoyed being portrayed in full armour.  
There was a mystique attached to the idea of chivalry. It meant that men who joined any one of 
the orders were expected to take solemn vows, often with religious obligations that allowed them to 
remain aloof from feudal constraints. It was a part of their appeal—a man could quit his land and 
his feudal obligations, and pursue a higher ideal sanctioned by king or the Pope. As a member of 
the Order of the Scarf, for example, founded in 1330 by Alphonso XI of Spain, he was entitled to 
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wear a white sash from the left shoulder to his hip. As a member of the Order of Hope (Esperance), 
founded by Louis II of Bourbon around 1370, he wore a blue strap with buckle and tongue. In the 
Wilton triptych at the National Gallery in London we see King Richard II wearing the Order of the 
Gorse Pod, a collar formed from a pair of pods, one white and one green, with pendant pods and 
gorse blossoms. Francis I, Duke of Brittany, instituted the Order of the Wheatear in 1445, choosing 
a collar of wheatears on crossed stems with a pendent ermine. The enjoyment of heraldry was 
implicit in such orders; they were as much about creating a small coterie of elite warriors as they 
were about dressing in fetching attire. It was what Symonds called ―emblematic pomp,‖ designed to 
re-invigorate the idea of the old republic of Rome. 
Among these orders was another, the Order of the Golden Fleece (Toson d‘or). Philip the Good, 
Duke of Burgundy, instituted it on a chill winter morning in 1430 at Bruges in Flanders. One 
tradition suggests that the Duke founded the order in honour of his mistress, Maria de Rumbrugge, 
a lady from Bruges. This is unlikely.
217
 It is more reasonable to assume that he intended the order to 
celebrate his marriage to Isabelle of Portugal than to honour any clandestine relationship.
218
 The 
Order of the Golden Fleece was instituted in the name of God, the veneration of Our Lady and St 
Andrew ―for the exaltation of the Christian faith.‖ Unlike other orders, it was open only to very few 
members. After 1516 there were no more than 51 knights counted among its company.  
In all, less than six hundred knights were ever raised to the order.
219
 Membership was confined 
to the few who had demonstrated unswerving loyalty to their sovereign. Among those who received 
it during Vespasiano‘s lifetime were his stepfather the Duke of Sulmona, Vicenzo Gonzaga of 
Mantua (who was said to have purchased his for a large sum), and Guido Baldo di Montefeltro, 
Duke of Urbino, all of them family friends. One of its distinctions was that a man could be called 
―His Excellency‖ in the company of royalty. 
The stated objective of the order, besides its religious connotations, was to form a pan-European 
fraternity whose political interests were similar. For Philip, governance in his various domains, 
particularly in Italy, was articulated around a closed circle, a Hispano-Italian elite that enjoyed his 
royal favour. This guaranteed peace and tranquillity in his domain, thus assuring the loyalty of the 
local elites by allowing them to participate in the distribution of favours and beneficios coming 
from the monarch himself. “Royal grace‖ [la grazia reale] was a very real pathway to advancement 
for many Lombard dukes such as Vespasiano Gonzaga.  
King Philip wanted to unite those men who held power in their respective countries and 
principalities with a view to establishing a broader European alliance. Such men must be well 
schooled in military and political theory, as well as respecting humanist ideals in art, science, and 
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poetry. It was an order especially attractive to cultivated men, to the so-called uomo universale of 
the Renaissance, even as late as the sixteenth-century. The Order of the Golden Fleece was 
equivalent to belonging to the Athenaeum Club in London; it was a wide-ranging collegiate of the 
political elite of Europe.
220
 
Its origin lay in the Renaissance fascination with esotericism and magic. Many of the great 
thinkers of the time dabbled in alchemy, magic, and symbolism (or allegory) even as they practiced 
their humanist art. John Baptiste Porta wrote a treatise on Natural Magic that, among other things, 
expounded numerous ways to write invisibly. Marsilio Ficino, besides translating Plato, also wrote 
an alchemical treatise entitled Liber de Arte Chemica, printed in Geneva in 1702. Pico di Mirandola 
loved to quote from the Kabbalah in his writings, while espousing the glorious achievements of the 
Greek philosophers. These men saw no problem moving back and forth from the observable world 
to that of its underlying hidden cause known as ―correspondence.‖ One only has to read Ficino 
pronouncing upon nature to understand his allegiance to the doctrine of correspondences: 
We affirm Nature to be a certain power implanted in things producing like things out of like. For 
Nature generates, augments, and nourishes all things. Wherefore it has in itself the names of all things. 
An animal is from Nature; a stone, wood, a tree, and the bodies which you see are from Nature and 
her maintaining. Nature is the blood of the elements, and the power of mixing which brings to pass 
the mixtures of the elements in everything in this sublunary world, and has imprinted on them a form 
agreeable to their species, by which that thing is distinguishable and separated from each other thing. 
Nor is Nature of any colour yet a partaker and efficient of all colours: also of no weight, nor quality, 
but finally the fruitful parent of all qualities and things. What is therefore Nature? God is Nature, and 
Nature is God: understand it thus: out of God there arises something next to him.
221
 
The key to esotericism lies in his last sentence: ―out of God there arises something next to him.‖ 
Platonism is founded on this simple premise—that things are proximate to God. It is the basis of the 
doctrine of correspondences, whereby each thing in nature is the representation of a hidden aspect 
of deity. The doctrine was raised to another level by Renaissance thinkers and artists making a 
conscious effort to idealize the things of nature, including man, in order to re-affirm this 
relationship. Man, as the pinnacle of nature, came to represent all that is beautiful in the world. 
Renaissance aesthetical theory broadened the link between man as observer, man as self-reflexive 
agency, and man as adjunct to the creative process augmented by God. The nostalgia for the Greco-
Roman past was as much about articulating a so-called ―golden moment‖ in the history of 
humankind as it was about celebrating the physical (i.e. nature) as an adumbration of the divine. 
This is an unstated objective of the Order of the Golden Fleece. While it reached back to the Old 
Testament, as well as the classical tale of the Argonauts in their attempt to wrest the Golden Fleece 
from the people of Colchis, the Order allowed symbolism to  its constitution. Many of the great 
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figures of the Old Testament, men such as Jacob, Job, David, Gideon and Moses, joined forces with 
Jason to empower a knight with virtues that are as protective as any well-forged armour. Justice, 
patience, clemency, prudence, and fidelity are wedded to magnanimity in the person of Jason in a 
bid to surround a man in virtue. Further, the order reflected an unstated, though real, connection to 
the Knights of the Round Table and the legendary Holy Grail.
222
 
The Order of the Golden Fleece proved to be a perfect vehicle for such a programme. The story 
of Gideon and his war against the Midians offered Philip the Bold and his allegorists a miracle 
sufficient to bear the mystery of the order as a method of inculcating excellence in its members.
223
 
In order to gain God‘s support for the ensuing battle with the Midians, Gideon asked him to 
perform a miracle: 
 
And Gideon said unto God: If thou wilt save Israel by mine hand, as thou hast said, behold I will put a 
fleece of wool on the ground; and if the dew be on the fleece only; and it be dry upon the earth beside 
it, then I shall know that thou wilt save Israel by mine hand, as thou has said. 
 
And it was so: for he rose up early on the morrow, and thrust the fleece together, and ringed the dew 
out of the fleece, into a bowl full of water.
224
 
 
Making visible the invisible nature of a deity appealed to the allegorists—they wanted a potent 
symbol to dignify their order, and so make membership an extension to a state of principled being. 
A man must prove himself on the field of battle, in the halls of justice, and in the academy of 
humanistic thought to be considered as a worthy recipient. The Order of the Golden Fleece was 
seen as a laicized version of a religious organization. Jason searching for the Golden Fleece and 
facing countless ordeals, Gideon manipulating a fleece in his dialogue with God to attain a 
victory—these were all part of a complex mythology designed to realize a level of transcendence 
capable of renewing a man‘s commitment to God.  
One can see why it appealed to Vespasiano. Not only did it hark back to his favourite historical 
period, bringing to life his strong identification with such figures as Jason, it made it possible for 
him, as a military man, to become associated with a select body of men throughout Europe, many of 
them rich landowners like himself, who saw themselves as guardians of culture and stability. It 
appealed to his messianic character too. Unlike earlier orders that were more militaristic in outlook, 
the Order of the Golden Fleece was contained in a more general philosophic premise—that of 
binding different peoples and cultures in a way reminiscent of a much older vision of the Holy 
Roman Empire as a vehicle for European aspirations. The order was the sacro-social arm of 
humanism linked to an outmoded feudal elitism.  
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It is easy to see the difficulties confronting the allegorists as they struggled to make sense of 
their new order. On the one hand, they wanted to preserve ancient values and privileges for a 
minority; on the other, they hoped to create a new political climate that rose above old factionalisms 
and disunity. It reminds one of the Club of Rome‘s endeavours to bring to fruition an early version 
of the EU, known as the Common Market. 
The King of Spain conferred the Toson d‘oro upon Vespasiano in 1585 in recognition of his 
loyalty and friendship during a lifetime of service to the Crown. In a moving ceremony held in the 
cathedral of Parma—with Ottavio Farnese his friend presiding over the investiture, surrounded by 
walls of frescoes depicting the triumphalism of the Catholic church, and a high altar reached by 
climbing a set of steps—the medallion of the Golden Fleece was formally placed around the Duke‘s 
neck as he knelt on a footstool. By this act alone he was raised above ordinary mortals. An air of 
unreality accompanied such investitures—a man found himself drawn into a web of cultural, 
mythological, and historical associations difficult to resist.  
Vespasiano desired this honour above all others. To be recognized by his old friend was further 
confirmation that he had entered the Hall of the Immortals. Philip must have known how much this 
would mean to the Duke of Sabbioneta, given his love of titles. We know, too, that he quit his sick 
bed to make the journey to Parma.
225
 Malacarne writes that the Duke attended the ceremony dressed 
in white satin, ―humbled and unadorned.‖226 Another commentator speaks of Vespasiano wearing 
―white tights and a satin cape, with buttons of diamonds and rubies‖ that he had designed 
himself.
227
 Moreover, Vespasiano thought enough about this order as a justification of his life‘s 
work to want to carry it with him to the grave. The order bestowed upon him a vision of himself 
that was unique, un-transferable, and extremely precious.  
Such public honours, titles and orders were part of Vespasiano‘s grand plan to dignify 
Sabbioneta with an idealized history. He wished to build not only a city in the physical sense, but 
also to bless it with a mythic dimension. Something in his character sought to link himself and his 
vision of the city as an idealized personification, and thereby elevate himself to secular sainthood. 
Since he could not have someone write down his spiritual legacy in the way the church did for its 
saints, he could at least prepare the ground for his ―beatification‖ as a founder of a city.  
His work in Spain points to this same desire to be remembered as someone who wanted to 
change the way men lived, at least in the civic domain. Vespasiano possessed a craving to order 
existence, and to vouchsafe his nobility as something more intrinsic than that of family inheritance. 
Inadvertently, he tried to subvert the sacred edicts of the church, which placed the saint at its apex, 
by creating a new universal type—that of man as artifex or maker, rather than as pontifex or bridge. 
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We have here the beginning of the modern mentality. Man sees himself as able to create his own 
world as distinct from the world created for him. 
According to Alberti and his contemporaries, the city must answer the needs of the whole man 
who is at once body, soul, and spirit. A man also has physical needs, as well as an affective life of 
the soul and the intelligence, which in turn surpasses both these planes. The city, at least in its 
ancient context, was little more than an organic expression of man, rather than a construct devised 
in his own image.  
By setting about the task of building institutions in accordance with a pre-conceived plan, the 
urban architect of the Renaissance was trying to imitate his knowledge of man-as-organism by 
creating structures that embodied such knowledge in the form of institutions. Each organ of the 
body could be transposed into every institution in the city. The heart and lungs became the central 
square; the soul was embodied in the cathedral; the intellect housed in the academy and library; the 
stomach became the marketplace; the mint where life-blood was produced, and so on. In this way, 
Renaissance man overcame the distance that had previously lain between himself and his creations. 
He had made his entire corpus into a prototypal street map that alerted visitors to the prospect of 
gazing upon a healthy body in the form of the ideal city. 
As complex as such an image might appear to those unfamiliar with how allegory works, it lies 
at the heart of Vespasiano‘s desire for honours. They came to him as a validation of what was at 
best tenuous in the construction of a city—somehow, the breath of life had to be infused into this 
body, otherwise it could not live. With his years of work abroad for the Spanish king, Vespasiano 
saw himself giving ―life‖ to Sabbioneta. The city needed him as much as he needed the city to 
create an image of continuity. If one sees this idea in light of his illness, in the slow deterioration of 
his mind and body due to syphilis, it is easy to understand why he desired public recognition, 
honours, poetic epigrams and lauds, as well as the construction of a city where the even street 
names reflected his family‘s past.  
The Duke, like many of his contemporaries, knew that grandeur could only be self-created, not 
bestowed. Machiavelli had earlier identified the importance of such power being concentrated in 
one person for the benefit of all, thus confirming the spirit of grandeur as constituting the mortar of 
such stability. 
All the accoutrements of a miniature kingdom were determined by Vespasiano‘s ability to gather 
as many plaudits as possible to consecrate his newly-acquired freedom. What was known as the 
―halo of perpetuity‖228 gave Vespasiano an aura of invincibility that satisfied his need to be seen as 
a ruler in his own right, not just any other noble.
229
 One senses in all his self-aggrandizement a 
                                                 
228 Kantorowicz, The King‘s Two Bodies. (New Jersey: Duketon University Press, 1997). 
229 As Shakespeare remarked in Richard III: ―The breath of worldly man cannot dispose/the deputy elected by the Lord.‖ 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
146 
desire to confer upon the citizens of Sabbioneta a quality of the Whole that was inseparable from 
the city itself. Citizens must be educated to love their city more than themselves, because the city is 
their only actuation: ―the Whole, the city, is more perfect than the individual.‖230  
Such ideas reflect a longstanding tradition going as far back as Dante, who admitted that without 
a city an individual could not achieve perfection. ―Whoso robs her, or despoils her,‖ he said of 
Rome, ―with blasphemy of act offendeth to God, who only for His own use made her holy.‖231 One 
commentator went further when he argued that a man‘s salvation was determined by his allegiance 
to a city.
232
 Moreover Remigio, one of Dante‘s teachers, stressed that a man deprived of his city did 
not qualify to be a man: 
If Florence were destroyed, he, who was a Florentine citizen, no longer can be called a 
Florentine … And if he is no longer a citizen, he no longer is a man, because man by his 
nature is a civic animal.
233
 
Did Vespasiano identify Sabbioneta, his projected city, as an embodiment of himself? We shall 
never know. But we may assume that he was able to divert his mind from his more pressing 
ailments whenever he submerged himself in the detail of its planning and construction, particularly 
in the last ten years of his life. The growth and perfection of the body politic and its institutions 
became the living example of a condition that was in stark contrast to his own declining state of 
health. Issues of architecture, citizenship, the augmentation of a civil economy, the establishment of 
institutions as well as personal health, became inextricably intertwined for Vespasiano—it was as if 
his much-vaunted detachment and administrative capacity were being sadly undermined by his 
desire to escape the consequences of illness. Death lingered in the streets of his mind like a cat on 
the prowl, just as surely as it did in the city itself. Sabbioneta had to be completed in his lifetime if 
he was to regard his vision as complete.  
One is perhaps closer now to understanding the motivations of the Duke. Early in his life a 
woman who longed to possess him as her very own had schooled him in the humane arts. In doing 
so, she had fulfilled her desire to found an intellectual court that was the envy of all, while 
remaining the virgin-exile in the monastery of San Francesco in Naples. One must not forget that 
Giulia Gonzaga was never far from his thoughts, alive or dead. She cast a shadow over everything 
that he did. Her beauty, so irreproachable, was a flame to him. Her mind, wedded to high thoughts 
and great endeavours both secular and sacred, challenged him at every turn. Sabbioneta became a 
monument to her memory even as he wrestled with the problems associated with its design and 
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construction. In placing her inspiration at its disposal, he was building himself into the memory of 
his beloved aunt. She became the city‘s guardian, its patron saint, while his own life started to ebb. 
Something phantasmagoric began to occur in Vespasiano‘s life during his last years. We know 
that he took a keen interest in the work of Hieronymus Bosch (1450–1516), the Flemish painter 
whose work so enthralled Philip of Spain. He made contact with Aldo Munuzio, a printer in Venice 
and a friend, whose lodgings near the Rialto in Venice were a haven for writers and poets, asking 
him to purchase one of the artist‘s works for his collection.234 He may well have studied the panels 
in the ―Hay-wain‖ triptych, for example, based on a Flemish proverb ―The world is a haystack and 
each of us gathers what he can,‖ during his time in Madrid. The central panel shows people living 
on earth with no thought for anyone but themselves, and wholly given over to the pleasures of the 
moment. But punishment (on the right panel) in Hell comes all too soon. While the left panel 
(Paradise) touches on the theme of the ever-increasing entanglement in sin—with each scene 
growing perceptibly in scale, we witness the Creation of Adam and Eve, the Fall and the Expulsion. 
The swarm of insects in the sky symbolizes the future life on earth under the reign of Lucifer, the 
Duke of Hell.
235
 
It may be that Vespasiano identified with such apocalyptic imagery. His lifelong bouts with 
migraines must have schooled him well in the world of visual distortion and suffering. How often 
did he lie in bed immersed in the surreal geometry of pain, as did Daudet or Baudelaire? How often 
did he writhe in anguish, his mind perpetrating images so distant from those that he was familiar 
with in the workshops of famous artists in Florence or Venice? He was torn between these worlds 
of Renaissance classicism and the extenuating imagery of mental disorder.  
At every turn he became the victim of the Gonzaga labyrinth, attempting to claw his way back 
from the brink. Sin, the furtive gropings of passion in his youth—these became a lifelong scar on 
his body. In some Flemish brothel, or among the trappings of a boudoir in Brussels, he had taken 
possession of the worm of syphilis. Over the years it had buried ever deeper into his psyche, 
emptying it of its calm, its detachment, and the broad plains of family contentment that he perhaps 
longed for yet was never fully able to realize. His life had been one long battle against a loneliness 
fuelled by mental derangement masquerading as dispassion. One cannot say that he lived a lie; 
rather, that he attempted to live the truth in the face of unmitigated affliction. 
To be awarded the Order of the Golden Fleece was a personal triumph that in some ways made 
up for the loss of his physical integrity. Here was a man who had struggled all his life to realize a 
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certain vision of mankind that was steeped in retrospectivity, as well as that of all things modern. 
He knew the world was undergoing change. He had witnessed ships arriving from New Spain, from 
India and the East whenever he was in Cadiz or Antwerp. He had heard men‘s tales of wonders, 
foreign customs, strange foods and religions in the drawing rooms of the wealthy. He was fully 
aware of the shift of power away from the Mediterranean to those countries whose ports opened 
onto the Atlantic. He had watched the rise of Protestantism in northern Europe, and read of this new 
spiritual impetus in the works of Valdes and Erasmus. He had held long conversations with 
intellectuals in Rome, Naples and Florence, people like Vittoria Colonna and Gasparo Cantarini, 
who were at the centre of the spiritual reformation of the Church. Moreover, he had read the major 
thinkers of his time, and probably talked with artists such as Michelangelo and Titian.  
In his last years he became aware of the defeat of the Spanish Armada and the subsequent 
humiliation this must have meant to his good friend in Madrid. Indeed, he had actually 
contemplated joining the expedition, and had ordered a war horse. World events, as much as the 
shifting sands of thought within Italy itself, had helped to fashion his perception of contemporary 
circumstance. Vespasiano was not a man living in an ivory tower, or indeed attempting to build one. 
Sabbioneta became the library of his mind where he hoped to store everything he had ever learnt 
from the realms of human endeavour. The Golden Fleece thus became the metaphor for his 
existence—it prescribed a journey to Colchis, to the other side of ignorance, to bring back the 
precious metal of wisdom salvaged from that ancient land of appearance. 
His investiture was held in Parma Cathedral in the presence of nobles and members of the 
church. ―The church is very beautiful, the vaults and columns are gilded and decorated with many 
paintings. And the body of the church is filled with rugs,‖ wrote Juan d‘Espaen, King Philip‘s 
official representative at the ceremony. ―One enters the chapel towards the choir where, as is the 
custom in Italy, the divine services are recited.‖236 He then went on to describe a canopy of crimson 
velvet under which two chairs stood, along with a kneeling stool. Vespasiano, it seems, had arrived 
in Parma accompanied by a personal guard of infantry and cavalry, where he was offered the 
Duke‘s personal coach for the last part of his journey. In the presence of the Duke of Parma and 
d‘Espaen, a letter from the king expressing his love and affection for his old friend was read out in 
French. It must have been an emotional moment for Vespasiano. He took the letter, ―kissed it and 
raised it above his head,‖ before replying, as the chronicles relate: ―in the Castilian language,‖ 
presumably for the benefit of d‘Espaen, as his French was not adequate to the task: 
I thank you with great humility in my heart for His Majesty for the honour and favour he has 
bestowed upon my presence in having chosen me as a member of such a noble and honourable 
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fellowship. I appreciate this above all else, and I am ready to receive the Collar with due ceremony at 
any moment, when and if required.
237
 
The Duke of Parma asked d‘Espaen to prepare a cushion for Vespasiano to kneel on. Then, with 
gilded sword, he formally invested Vespasiano into the Order of the Golden Fleece. 
This was the moment that the Duke had waited for all his life. He knelt before Ottavio Farnese, 
his friend, preparing himself to receive the medallion around his neck. His life as a condottiere, as a 
military engineer and tactician, as a poet and thinker, as a lover of art and of architecture, all these 
attributes became concentrated in the tiny gold broach of the ram that now hung against his chest. 
He must have felt extremely happy that day, indeed humbled. His work had been honoured. His 
peers had given him the respect due to him. The memory of Giulia his aunt and her dream of 
making him into a true uomo universale was finally realized. All those lessons he had attended with 
his tutors in Naples now bore fruit—he was a man of knowledge and of culture, a man in whom the 
architectural advances of the Renaissance had finally been put to good use, and a man who bestrode 
his age with the courage and audaciousness of a visionary. No one could take this away from him. 
Whether he lived or died, Vespasiano knew that he had made his mark upon the world. The ideal 
city may have become his epitaph, but it was also his Magnus opus. 
One walks away from this ceremony in the cathedral on that early autumn day, past the ornate 
medieval baptistery outside in the square, believing that Vespasiano‘s life actually meant 
something. His friendship with a king had been duly honoured. Those years in the wilderness of 
Spain and North Africa, and all those journeys back and forth to Flanders and northern Europe on 
the king‘s business, were at last being acknowledged; he was now a member of the most exalted 
order in Christendom. We must put ourselves in his position for a few moments. The air that 
morning smelt of wild roses. Life can be a sweet thing when one‘s flame has refined resistance to 
the point where it has yielded. This he had been able to do. In his own words, a ―noble cause‖ and a 
―noble spirit‖ had allowed him to acquire honour [onor acquista] in the presence of his peers. 
Vespasiano knew that he had finally emerged from the shadow of his disappointments—and, 
moreover, from those years of isolation that had been the bedrock of his very existence. Self-esteem 
no longer seemed such a distant mountain to climb as he began to contemplate the ground that he 
had traversed in his bid to become a universal man. The Order of the Golden Fleece, the precious 
Toson d‘oro, glowed on his chest like a nugget recently unearthed. 
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BEHOLD, THE DUKE 
 
 
 
There is a quality bordering upon narcissism about Vespasiano. He was a man who took pleasure 
in viewing his own image, whether in a mirror or in the reflected nature of things. It is no accident 
that he graced the ballroom of the Palazzo Giardino with huge mirrors. These provided him with a 
constant reminder of his power to transform himself whenever he wished. If he were in love with a 
nymph then it was never other than Echo. He was someone who aspired to making contact with a 
primary condition that he had known before consciousness intervened. The attainment of true 
freedom would always be a question of surrounding himself with a world entirely of his own 
creation. Like many of his contemporaries, Vespasiano made self-reference into an art-form capable 
of sustaining the hyperreality of his dreams. 
His lifelong interest in heraldry confirms this view. Vespasiano was never one to take lightly the 
connection between lineage and achievement. There was something profoundly satisfying to him in 
mixing consanguinity and action, blood and bereavement. The continuity of family trees, the cross-
pollination realized when wives were selected and discarded—all this made it possible for him to 
chart his own armorial existence against a backdrop of wars and assassinations. Heraldic life was 
different to any other, for it pre-supposed a coalescence of values and attributes, the very stuff that 
made privilege so pervasive among the ruling classes of that time. As far as Vespasiano was 
concerned, rank would win out in any competition against noblesse de coeur. He was a man 
addicted to a self-created identity in that he actively sought after the incorporation of his wives‘ 
coats-of-arms—and anyone else‘s, for that matter—into his own. 
As a member of the Colonna family he immediately made their blazon his—a silver column on a 
red background, its capital and base of gold, surmounted by an antique crown. The column and its 
accompanying capital represented the Tree of Life with its foliage, while the base suggested how 
deeply rooted his family was in its stubborn refusal to be cut down by its enemies. Their motto was 
equally laconic—―constant with a generous heart, prudent, strong and loyal‖ [costanza di coure 
generosa, prudenza, forze e solidità ].  
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
151 
These were the qualities that Vespasiano liked to attribute to himself. His loyalty and strength 
were unquestioned in his service to a king, his prudence and generosity already demonstrated in the 
construction of Sabbioneta. The column signified the mystical nature of Deity in its reaching 
towards heaven, as well as the embodiment of a doorway to a world beyond. It was the PLUS 
ULTRA lying beyond the Mediterranean Sea as typified by his allegiance to Philip and the Spanish 
empire. The silver column of the Colonna family, so vertical and phallic, linked him to a much 
older praetorian tradition represented by Rome. 
At 18, young Vespasiano had already begun to refine his heraldry. A letter written by him from 
Valladolid shows this quartered blazon now in use on his seal. He seemed to enjoy such 
complications, and went one further in his marriage to Diana of Cardona when he incorporated her 
coat-of-arms into his. While it may have been normal practice for the nobility of his day, 
Vespasiano clearly saw it as a way of raising his status from a minor duke in two cadet branches of 
his respective families. Slowly, he was inching his way towards his future acceptance in the courts 
of Europe. 
During his early years of marriage, when Vespasiano spent much of his time away from 
Sabbioneta making war on behalf of despots and dukes, his star continued to rise. He began to see 
himself in the mould of a Roman officer, a general perhaps, securing the frontiers of empire. It was 
at this time that he chose to design a new blazon and motto to reflect his exploits. This included a 
bolt of lightning borne by two pairs of outstretched wings that he had discovered on the ceiling of 
one of the rooms in the Palazzo del Te in Mantua. To it he attached a new motto—―Lightning 
strikes the highest mountain,‖ indicating his newly acquired military prowess. It also reminds us of 
the wound he received to his upper lip outside Ostia. He added a further rejoinder—―the sharpened 
lance is deadly‖—to enhance what Malacarne termed an ―inscrutable component of mystery‖ [una 
imperscrutabile componente di mistero] surrounding his persona.
238
  
The use of the image of lightning fitted with wings [fulmine alato], developed around 1557, 
became a declaration of his skill and strength as a condottiere. Nor was this association with Jupiter, 
the Roman god of lightning, accidental—Vespasiano had come to regard himself as a new Jupiter, 
able to wield his sword like lightning and scatter his foes. In a sense, he had become a thunderbolt 
himself. The winged lightning was there to remind him of his victory over the citadel at Ostia where 
he had been wounded. We might well ask, however, whether this was an attack of megalomania 
associated with the early symptoms of syphilis, or merely youth overreaching itself on his part? 
Certainly the image of the winged thunderbolt was important to him. In one of the rare portraits that 
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we possess of the Duke, we see it partly concealed on his breastplate. The wound is also visible as a 
permanent reminder to us of his courage.
239  
With the death of Diana and his subsequent marriage to Anna of Aragon in 1564 at Philip‘s 
request, Vespasiano immediately set about adding his new wife‘s coat-of-arms to his. He completed 
this new blazon after he had returned Diana‘s dowry to the Folch family in Sicily on her death, and 
removed their coat-of-arms from all his seals. His action may have been because of his desire to 
silence all discussion about the so-called damnatio memoriae attached to her name. For him, the 
family no longer existed. What he arrived at was a cramped, complicated, and rather fussy emblem 
of three families conjoined. It was almost as if he wanted to draw to himself all these polyglot 
kingdoms so as to re-enforce his own uncertain status as a member of the cadet branch of the 
Gonzagas.  
At this point Sabbioneta was little more than a construction site, with no pretension to being an 
emerging state of its own, even though some buildings had been realized. The Duke‘s aim was to 
augment his situation to ensure that he was noticed on the wider European stage. Heraldry was one 
way of achieving recognition through family alliance and military success in that it demonstrated to 
the would-be employer of a condottiere the value of his services. Vespasiano‘s credentials were 
now firmly linked to his ability to show the world how important his newly acquired ―merits‖ were, 
thus enabling him to charge higher fees for his services. 
In 1558, Vespasiano was made a Grandee of Spain by Philip II in recognition of his loyalty to 
the Spanish crown. This honour was followed by his investiture as a marquis in 1565 by Emperor 
Maximilian II of Habsburg, which enabled him to augment his arms with the two-headed eagle of 
the Holy Roman Empire. His new honour entitled him to imperial protection as well, a situation he 
saw as helping him in his long held desire to build an independent state of his own. It was at around 
this time that the Duke chose to introduce the motto LIBERTAS to his arms, thus paving the way 
for the final embodiment of his blazon as we know it today. It was done not only to affirm his 
freedom under the emperor‘s protection, but to announce to all that he had achieved a certain 
irrefutable dignity [dignita maggiore]. There is some evidence that Vespasiano only officially 
added the word LIBERTAS to his arms after his elevation to the rank of duke in 1577. It seems that 
the Sabbioneta mint had already issued coins and medallions with the word so inscribed prior to the 
event.  
When Anna died a few months after the death of his aunt Giulia, not only did Vespasiano find 
himself separated from two women that meant a great deal to him, but he was also plunged into a 
heraldic limbo. He continued to retain the Aragon arms as a part of his own, particularly since it 
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strengthened his position while working in Spain, but he was also grappling with his newly devised 
coat-of-arms under the aegis of the emperor. All this changed when Maximilian bestowed upon him 
the honour of a duke of the Holy Roman Empire in 1577, an honour that enabled him to write 
VESP. SABLONETAE.DUKEPS. DUX.IIII as part of his signature and seal. He was now at least 
equal to his cousin, Duke Guglielmo Gonzaga, living in nearby Mantua. It is known that the Duke 
of Mantua was somewhat jealous of his dignity in this respect, and was reluctant to see a newly 
elevated duke appear on his doorstep. After complaining about Vespasiano‘s promotion to his 
ambassador at Fabrizio Gonzaga‘s court in Ceasarea, Guglielmo received a reply:  
I do not doubt that it sounds very strange to Your Excellency that the elevation of Sabbioneta to a 
duchy, and Bozzuolo to a marquisate … it was secretly carried out by the most Illustrious Lord 
Diatrestan, major chamberlain of his Majesty, and major-domo of the most serene King of Hungary in 
great estimation at his court, who, with letter (for what I am given to know) favourable of the Catholic 
King; and with the agreement and authority of His Majesty, has so secretly carried out this negotiation 
that I have not heard of it until my receipt of your communication.
240
 
There was something clandestine about Vespasiano‘s elevation, even if it was largely innocent. It 
reminds us of how he ―concealed‖ his first marriage to Diana of Cardona until the arrival of a 
fortuitous moment to make it public. Though Vespasiano was on good terms with his relatives, one 
always senses that as a member of a lesser branch of the family he longed to be made equal in rank. 
Now that he was formally a duke in his own right, however, he could be accepted into the realm of 
privilege in a way that had perhaps been denied him in the past. The simplicity of his new armorial 
identity, capped with a ducal crown and teardrops, more than pleased him.  
In spite of the personal setbacks and disasters in recent years, his heraldic identity was secure at 
last. The two-headed eagle of the emperor, a ―chimerical figure of fantasy‖ at best, further joined 
him to the memory of Emperor Constantine, the first Christian emperor, who transferred the capital 
from Rome to Byzantium in AD 325. He was now surrounded by the symbols of power normally 
associated with Rome and Byzantium. Moreover, we know that Emperor Trajan utilized the same 
winged lightning on his soldiers‘ shields as found on the ceiling in the Palazzo Ducale, a further 
example of Vespasiano‘s interest in associating himself with all things Roman. The Occident and 
the Orient were once more realized in him. It was an extremely important moment for the Duke. 
The final addition to his heraldic personality came in the form of the incorporation of the Order 
of the Golden Fleece to his coat-of-arms. This honour, as we know, was bestowed on him a few 
years before his death when he was invested with the order in Parma. The elaborate collar made up 
of alternate fire-steels and flint, to which the tiny medallion of the Golden Fleece was attached, was 
added about and below the shield as a banner. His arms were now complete—the two-headed eagle 
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per chief, LIBERTAS as baton in the base, with the Golden Fleece as banner, topped by the ducal 
cap and cloak of teardrops. 
 It became Vespasiano‘s ultimate expression of himself. In the Sala d‘oro or Golden Room in the 
Palazzo Ducale, he was able to decorate the ceiling with an elaborate armorial signification 
denoting his present and past. Surrounded by the imperial pomp of history and self-manifestation, 
the tiny state of Sabbioneta had been made a kingdom by a man whose status as a noble was barely 
sufficient to warrant it. It was a consummate act of will on Vespasiano‘s part. A lifelong pursuit of 
the trappings of nobility and power had made him the kind of universal man he always wanted to 
be. It was also the dream that his aunt had wanted for him. 
Vespasiano had surrounded himself with all the accoutrements of identity. He lived at a time 
when glory and privilege were the epitome of a life fraught with dynastic presumption and the ever-
present threat of internecine warfare which had plagued Italy for centuries. The Duke was an 
ambitious man—ambitious to establish a noble line that was at least equal to that of the Gonzaga 
and Colonna families elsewhere. While he clung to their respective heritages for support in his early 
years, it seems that he wanted more for himself. The fact that he would appeal to royalty outside 
Italy for affirmation of his newly realized inheritance suggests that he was unsatisfied with his lot as 
someone born to a lower level of privilege. He was a man who longed to endure beyond the grave, 
it seems. A dukedom from the Holy Roman Emperor, an order and title from the King of Spain—
these alone ensured that he and his family might enter the domain of the immortals. 
 Vespasiano wanted to stand on his own feet in a world that respected and honoured vision, 
achievement, and accomplishment. He wanted to establish himself once and for all as a princely 
ruler in his own right. It is this ―theatrical energy‖—that Greenblatt alerts us to in Marlowe‘s 
heroes—that distinguishes Vespasiano from most of his contemporaries.241 We are now in the realm 
of self-fashioning, one of the most distinctive impulses of the uomo universale, which made it 
possible for a man in the sixteenth century, and later, to become who he wished to be.  
One wonders, also, whether Vespasiano wanted to go beyond the state of normal filial love that 
he held for his mother and aunt, and so distance himself from their cozening glance. He must have 
known that he was the product of feminine intrigue in his youth. Two women competing for his 
affections, two women who longed to possess him as their own—these demands conditioned the 
way he was brought up. It may be that Giulia was the more insistent of the two, since it was she 
who wanted to make him in the image of herself, if only she had been a man.  
Vespasiano might have instinctively understood that he had become a guinea pig in an 
experiment designed to clone a man from a woman. Giulia‘s interest in the political and intellectual 
life of her day, and her obvious spiritual gifts, set her apart from others. In spite of her beauty, it 
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appears that she was more a man than a woman. Perhaps she was too intellectual for her nephew; he 
sometimes felt she wanted more from him than he could give. It may be that Vespasiano felt that his 
whole life had been dominated by the feminine to the point where he longed to establish his own 
psychological independence. Hence his insistence on spending so many years away from his 
country bearing arms in the service of King Philip, or entering into lively correspondence with his 
cousin Guglielmo in Mantua over the purchase of a war horse prior to his hoped-for posting to 
England. His swashbuckling attitude is clearly evident in this letter to his cousin:  
Even considering that I am able to procure myself horses through different ways in order to venture 
upon this enterprise in England, however in respect to the confidence that I deserve for my loyal 
service to your Excellency, I feel right to trouble you with my request to donate one of your superb 
war horses, as I feel it would be useful there where we will be in need of our fists. It is going to be 
hard work!
242
 
All of Vespasiano‘s actions and achievements have a decidedly masculine air. It might have been a 
deliberate ploy on his part to distance himself from Giulia‘s influence. Of course she remained 
close to him, a beacon of light on the horizon; but in another sense she was a burden. By nature he 
was conservative in his beliefs and opinions, and probably felt more in sympathy with Philip‘s 
austere vision than with Giulia‘s, even if she were in the vanguard of thought in Italy at the time. 
One always feels that Vespasiano played an elaborate game at being the intellectual and patron of 
the arts to satisfy his aunt. She was his goddess even as she remained implacably remote.  
This would account for his fascination with heraldry. It is no accident that he did not incorporate 
Margherita Gonzaga, his third wife‘s coat-of-arms, into his own—rather, she made his most recent 
design a part of hers. At last his blazon was there to augment that of one of his family‘s, instead of 
the other way round! He had finally absorbed his father‘s inheritance into his own. Vespasiano was 
a Gonzaga, true; but he was also the product of a new dispensation created by himself. The 
Gonzagas of Sabbioneta would henceforth be known as a family of distinction in their own right. It 
is for this reason that he cherished his ducal title and Order of the Golden Fleece; they immunized 
him against any future feudal claims that might be made by his respective families. 
In one of his few surviving poems, entitled ―Sopra un Ritratto‖ [―Gazing at a Portrait‖], we see 
the Duke meditating upon the portrait of a woman.
243
 Who this woman might be is not detailed. She 
is neither named nor described beyond that of possessing ―blonde hair.‖ Was she a northerner, 
someone he had met in Brussels, perhaps? We shall never know. What we do discover is that 
Vespasiano saw her as his ―fatal Sun‖ [fatal mio Sole], someone who was capable of casting the 
light of a ―multitude of beauties‖ upon him. Could she have been a real woman? The chronicles are 
silent on the matter. All we do know is that he made her portrait an object of a profound meditation 
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on love, desire, and absence. She became his Mona Lisa, bestowing upon him her glance in a way 
that engendered in him a lengthy self-examination. His ―soul‘s thoughts‖ became capable of 
reaching out beyond the torment that her love—or loss of it—inspired in him.244 
The poem is too personal to be a literary conceit. Vespasiano really did want to declare his 
deepest emotions—emotions that in some way had been forever blighted by his past actions. He 
talks of love being a ―past happiness and a present sorrow,‖ and as a pain devoid of hope. It is clear 
that he felt attachment to the idea of love, even if had eluded him in life. He longed to experience a 
love that was at once ―spiritual, haughty‖ and at one with ―solitude.‖  
Was this the kind of love that he hoped to achieve when first he set eyes on Diana? We do not 
know. He had put his faith in this woman, he had left her to oversee the construction of Sabbioneta 
in his absence, and he was devastated when she betrayed him. She, the love of his life, had yielded 
to a passion that he, apparently, could never fulfil. This dark mistress from the south had left him 
believing that she was, in the words of Othello, ―as false as water.‖ Or did he, like Othello, allow 
honour to outlive honesty? Did he allow his fear of losing face and being pronounced a cuckold 
cloud his judgment when it came to condemning Diana to death? 
 
So that I, with no hope of finding peace 
And yielding to this great desire stirring within 
Know that I cannot extinguish the one true object 
Now burning in my breast like a living flame 
Consuming my eyes, my mind, my thoughts 
To the point where I am no more than a speck 
Gazing at her pure and lovely image, as yet 
Unaware of human weakness, merciful and alive. 
 
This is not Diana that he is speaking about, but the woman he wanted her to be. The lady in the 
portrait has become the antithesis of every love that he had ever known. Giulia, warm in her 
affection but demanding; Isabella, effusive in her love yet inconstant; Anna, gentle though less than 
passionate and ultimately reclusive; the rumoured mistress Laura, supportive but forever absent; 
Margherita, his last wife, no more than a child to comfort him at the end—Vespasiano found 
himself surrounded by a composite of women that left him grasping at thin air. All of them had 
something to offer but the one thing that he longed for most, a woman who possessed a ―multitude 
of beauties‖ able to release him from the anguish of ―those waves/of affection so readily in tumult 
with themselves‖ that he maintained, raged within him like a ―northern tempest.‖ The Duke must 
have known that he was more than capable of malice outside the generosity and forbearance of his 
                                                 
244 Luca Sarzi Amade (Il duca di Sabbioneta) speculates whether the unknown woman might have been, firstly, Vespasiano‘s 
unknown Spanish mistress, or indeed Sofonisba Anguissola, a prominent Italian artist of the period. He would have had occasion to 
meet the latter in Milan or possibly in Madrid, where she was employed by Philip‘s wife Elizabeth of Valois, and later by Philip as a 
court painter. Philip arranged her marriage after the death of his wife to an aristocrat from Palermo. She painted a portrait of herself 
and Bernardino Campi, the artist who worked for Vespasiano. 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
157 
public demeanour, even as he loved unwisely. One wonders whether Giulia had done her work too 
well—she had created a man in whom an obsession to create an ideal city made true love 
unattainable.  
The poem deepens our knowledge of his enduring conflict. He speaks of a ―burning affliction‖ 
and of ―desire brightly lit‖ that suggests a volcano of emotions waiting to erupt. But nowhere in his 
actions do we see such a passionate embrace of love or life. Rather, the opposite—Vespasiano 
always gives the impression that he has firm control of his emotions, and that he is happiest when 
poring over a set of plans of his beloved Sabbioneta in his study in Valladolid, Valencia, Pamplona 
or Mers-el-Kebir. Yet we are also aware that he is capable of abstracting himself from his suffering, 
and transforming himself into an all-seeing eye: 
 
Even as my burning affliction is transformed 
Into desire brightly lit, passion enflamed 
I too am transformed into an all-seeing eye 
So intense is my wish, in seeing you, bemused. 
 
Or he insists that he should become ―no more than a speck/Gazing at her pure and lovely image.‖ 
This is none other than the architect speaking as a lover. Only an architect can stand aloof from his 
creation and gaze down upon it in his mind, thus ordering its spaces, its buildings and its functions 
in a bid to create an ideal living environment. Love becomes the management of emotional space. 
As he remarks in the opening line of his poem, ―So distant am I from this bright orb, fatality‖ [fatal 
mio Sole], he has already embarked upon a course of action that absents him from the real effects of 
love, ―those inimitable torments/That joust perchance as equally with death.‖ All his life he has 
tried to absent himself from such torment even as he writes about it as his greatest loss. The irony of 
the man is that he wanted to experience an all-consuming love, but found himself incapable of it. 
Giulia had made him resistant to such barbs.  
Somewhere, deep in this man, is a sense that he has been betrayed. Nor does one see this as 
solely a result of his betrayal by Diana. For him, ―Love‘s kingdom‖ was always a place that 
remained ―disturbed and saddened.‖ Perhaps Sabbioneta was his answer to the impossibility of 
love. By creating a city that reflected his yearning for order, he was creating a place where his heart 
and mind might experience peace. He admitted to himself that, in spite of the anguish he felt at a 
lover‘s absence, if his mind could only attain to the status of an ―all-seeing eye‖ then surely he 
might experience her absence in a more spiritual way, as something ―lighter than the wind, more 
fleeting.‖  
Vespasiano is torn between an immediate desire for pleasure and the prospect of gazing into the 
beloved‘s eyes, from which emerges what he describes as the ―arrows of a purest temper.‖ He is 
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always looking for a person to consume him, his mind and his thoughts, little realizing that such a 
person might be better embodied in an object. In the end, Sabbioneta became the embodiment of his 
Beloved, both masculine in its dimension yet paradoxically feminine in its conception. He had 
created, perhaps for the first time in history, a city that was truly androgynous.  
It is hard to imagine Sabbioneta as a secret lover, this city dedicated to the most masculine of 
gods, Pallas Athena. Yet if one considers the formal, almost naïve elegance of its fortifications, the 
unprepossessingly small gateways through the walls that suggest an architectural pubescence, then 
certainly the city radiates an innocence of its own. There is nothing heavy about its ramparts, other 
than their sense of enclosure. This is a city that is turned in on itself, a city that wants you to enter 
its precinct rather than combat it with siege engine or cannon. Once inside, its maze of streets 
invites you towards the comforting embrace of its centre. Piazza and palace are conjoined in an 
umbilical relationship that re-affirms Sabbioneta‘s desire to nurture.  
It is not hard to see Vespasiano walking along its broad streets, nodding politely to his subjects, 
or listening to their petitions and complaints. Though he had asked Leone Leoni to sculpt him 
wearing the military garb of a praetor outside his palace, this was merely part of some masquerade. 
The Duke had fashioned Sabbioneta as an elaborate act of decoration, a masque. The city had 
become a place upon which he could imprint his coat-of-arms in as many ways as possible. Years 
of juxtaposing heraldic objects had enabled him to create a palimpsest that reflected an ever-
changing vision of himself. Finally, the city became a chameleon able to reflect change even as it 
invited continuity. 
Such was this city of blazons and broken hearts. Whatever Vespasiano hoped to achieve in the 
way of creating a genuine city, Sabbioneta was always going to be a place where artifice became 
the true arbiter. People could live here, it is true, but they could never actually belong. The concept 
of the ideal city was always about abandoning passion in favour of something more intellectual. 
Perhaps such a city was the result of a movement towards the secular, and therefore an attempt to 
undermine the church as well as the hereditary system itself. Even though Vespasiano wanted to 
impose his ducal inheritance upon the city, it was only ever to ensure his own immortality.  
His palace occupies the central position on Piazza Ducale, not the Church of Santa Maria 
Assunta. We find the Church of the Incoronata tucked away in a back street behind the palace, 
almost as if it were an afterthought. The city‘s patron saint remains Pallas Athena in the guise of 
Minerva, the consort of heroes who is herself forever the virgin, not Mary the eternal mother, and 
she occupies the centre as the city‘s omphalos. 
From henceforth life in Sabbioneta would be dedicated to the merchant, intellectual and soldier, 
not the prelate. Vespasiano had already signalled the death of the medieval city by devaluing the 
importance of the cathedral as the focal point. The duke, and by implication the state, was the 
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person through which all power was dispensed. Pageantry was the new currency of power, not 
papal favour. Civic life would never be the same now that secular authority presided over all 
aspects of existence. Vespasiano‘s great contribution to the idea of the modern city was in the way 
he established and presided over its institutions under the rule of law, not through the connivance of 
family factions or church authority. He had taken the precaution of excluding any powerful family 
that might destabilize civic governance for its own benefit. There were to be no Medicis or Pazzis
245
 
vying for economic and political domination as in Florence. Sabbioneta was to be the first city 
founded upon humanist principles alone.  
That it became a city of dark secrets and family tragedy is, sadly, in accordance with the normal 
scheme of things. Vespasiano found that he did not possess the power to orchestrate his behaviour 
to satisfy the newly emerging humanist agenda in the way that he had hoped. He might have 
attempted to do so by ensuring that his personal animus towards Diana and her suspected lover 
should be erased from the public record, but he could never entirely succeed. Whatever the truth 
may be, the Duke will always stand condemned of a heinous crime in the eyes of many. Moreover, 
to suggest that he is innocent is to flaunt a long tradition that says he is guilty. But one is not here to 
condemn the man. Our task is to understand what conflicts and doubts motivated his actions in the 
first place. 
As he had hoped, the double-headed eagle and winged thunderbolt preside over a man and his 
self-creation. This fact is more interesting than his lapses or his errors. We see a man in a Martello 
tower overlooking the Mediterranean Sea at Mers el-Kebir, trying to fashion a dream out of stone. 
The reign of volumes and geometric displacement dominate his thoughts. He is in league with 
angles. He is attempting to arrange space in such a way that it becomes a celebration of human 
comportment. He wants to see men live their lives with a new sense of richness in relation to their 
houses and palaces integrated with thoroughfare and public place, with entertainment and with 
commerce.  
Sabbioneta is his dream. It is the projection upon a nondescript piece of ground in central Italy of 
an ideal city that presides over the birth of a new kind of man dedicated to his own self-
advancement in the modern sense. In Sabbioneta, Vespasiano expected its inhabitants to take 
control of their spiritual destiny instead of leaving it in the hands of long-established and corrupt 
institutions. In this sense he was unapologetically utopian in his beliefs. 
One does not mind his confabulation, or the chimera of his heraldic persona. One sees these as 
part of his attempt to create an ideal city in himself. He was constantly at war with stasis, with the 
hierarchical expression of man so much loved by his medieval counterparts. In his poetry he chose 
to make a gesture of defiance, thus declaring his faith in absence as a mode of conduct, in spite of 
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the anguish that it brought upon him. The ―blonde lady‖ in the portrait might indeed have been the 
white-stoned city of Sabbioneta itself, since it is a place that conveys a very real sense of solitude 
even today. One only has to walk into the Piazza Ducale early in the morning, when the birds are 
half awake and the mist is still clinging to facades, to experience some inexpressible longing. One 
almost suspects this longing to be that of love lost.  
In truth, Sabbioneta is the anonymous lady in the poetic portrait. She is the love he distanced 
himself from even as he attempted to fashion her out of the rubble of fortress walls, disbanded 
monasteries, and the mute earth of his inheritance. His love could only ever be an ideal city built up 
from the regretful stones of his past mistakes and obdurate will when faced with the task of 
becoming himself. 
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THEATRE OF LIFE 
 
 
 
For Vespasiano, a time would come when his unique gifts might eventually find a perfect vehicle 
for expression. A lifetime studying the works of Vitruvius and Sebastiano Serlio, as well as his love 
of all things Roman, had wedded him to the Mannerist style, with its emphasis on extreme 
sophistication, complexity, and novelty. Even his poetry betrayed a leaning towards the 
development of elaborate forms, rather than concentrating on any purity of thought. He, along with 
many of his generation, believed that an architect could invoke the same stylish sophistication in 
design as that of a painter or sculptor. A calculated breaking of rules and the taking of liberties with 
classical architecture might generate a series of weird distortions so as to surprise a spectator, rather 
than present him with a building that can be comprehended at a glance. It was the age of illusion, of 
decorative effect, and the refinement of the interior of a building in preference to its façade. For 
Vespasiano, as it was for his collaborators such as Giunti and Scamozzi, subjectivism became the 
rule. Between them, these two men were committed to creating no less than a Theatre of the World. 
Scamozzi was born in Vicenza in 1552. He would be only 26 when he journeyed to Sabbioneta 
to make the acquaintance of the Duke. By that time the young man had already studied in Venice 
and Rome, and travelled widely throughout Europe. Initially he had trained under his father, from 
whom he had received a strong classical education in the tradition of the ―gentleman architect.‖ 
Unlike his other great teacher, Andrea Palladio, he was never a mason forced to rise through the 
ranks. It was his father who kindled Vicenzo‘s enthusiasm for Serlio, thereby preparing him for the 
classicizing influence of Palladio at a formative period in his life. By the age of 20, he was busy 
completing work from the designs of his great teacher. When Palladio suddenly died, Scamozzi 
inherited not only one of his unfinished masterpieces in Vicenza, the Teatro Olimpico, but also his 
principal patron in Venice, Marc Antonio Barbaro.
246
 It seems that good fortune and talent marked 
this young man‘s career from an early age. 
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In spite of his productive association with Palladio, Scamozzi gives the impression of wanting to 
distance himself from his old master. Though he completed the Teatro Olimpico for him in 1585, 
only eight years after the construction of the first modern theatre in London, Scamozzi was at pains 
to modify the magnificent scaenae frons that dominated the stage area by adding three-dimensional 
perspective vistas depicting street scenes behind the archways. It was this preoccupation with 
perspective that we find in the painting of the Ideal City in Urbino, which characterized future 
developments of the Renaissance stage and indeed the modern theatre itself.  
In Serlio we read: ―Among other things done by the hands of men that one is privileged to 
admire with joy in the eye and satisfaction of the soul is, I believe, the gradually revealing apparatus 
of a theatrical scene where one can view in a small space with the aid of Perspective, such large 
temples and diverse rows of houses whether close by or in the distance.‖247 Whereas Palladio 
wanted to create a typically Roman theatre, Scamozzi set his heart on creating a theatrical space in 
keeping with contemporary demand. His theatre became emblematic of what Robert Fludd was to 
call Theatrum vitae humanae, the ―Theatre of Human Life.‖ Jean Jacques Boissard spoke of it as 
―The life of man [as being] like a circus, or a great theatre.‖ Clearly these views appealed to 
Vespasiano. It seems that the young architect and the old soldier had each met their match.
248
 
As resolved as his city might have become in accordance with his original plan, Vespasiano 
knew that he had not imbued Sabbioneta with a heart. It needed one more building to bring it to life. 
Years of work constructing fortifications, armed gates, a castle and foundry, a hall of justice and a 
pawnshop, banks and a mint, a public and private library, a school of art and a Hebrew print shop, 
churches and a philosophic academy, a court palace and a private garden residence, streets and 
squares, markets and monasteries—all these had no more than turned the city into an elaborate 
communal stage upon which he could act out his vision. In a sense, he had realized Boissard‘s adage 
that life was indeed a piece of theatre. There was only so much constructing, legislating or 
administrating that a man could do before making the ultimate gesture—that of becoming a performer 
in his own production. It was at this point that Scamozzi arrived in Sabbioneta in May 1588, and 
proposed to build Vespasiano Gonzaga a theatre in accordance with his wishes. 
According to Alberti, the theatre had an important role to play in bringing people together. 
Whatever the church might think—and he was aware of their disapproval—he knew that ―publick 
shows‖ could be a civilizing activity: 
Neither dare I presume to find fault with our Pontiffs, and those whose Business it is to set good 
Examples to others, for having, with good Cause no doubt, abolishing the Use of publick Shows. Yet 
Moses was commended for ordaining, that all his People should upon certain solemn Dayes, meet 
                                                 
247
 Vaughan Hart; Peter Hicks, eds. (1996), Sebastiano Serlio on Architecture Volume One: Books I-V of 'Tutte L'Opere 
D'Architettura et Prospetiva', (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 1996). 
248 Francis Yates, Theatre of the World. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969). 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
164 
together in one Temple, and celebrate publick Festivals at stated Seasons. What may we suppose is his 
View to have been in this Institution? Doubtless he hoped that the People, by thus meeting frequently 
together at publick Feasts, might grow more humane, and be the closer linked in Friendship one with 
another.
249
 
This remark was yet another nail in the coffin of church control over secular life. It signalled the 
beginning of man‘s right to represent his own cosmos independent of church morality and the 
constraints of dogma. The new theatre was a genuine Theatre of the World, none other than a 
cosmic theatre whereby a man might play his part in the exploration of his personal conflicts and 
motivations without recourse to theological doctrine. For the men of the Renaissance, including 
Shakespeare, ―all the world‘s a stage/and all the men and women merely players.‖ Such a sentiment 
echoed a religious melancholy that was beginning to permeate society in the wake of the church‘s 
abrogation of moral authority. Alberti had already signalled such a change, and the subsequent 
flight into the world of moral allegory. Thomas Heywood had certainly read Alberti well when he 
penned these lines in his Apology for Actors in 1612: 
 
Then our play‘s begun 
When we are born, and to the world first enter, 
And all finde exits when their parts are done. 
If then the world a theatre present. 
     As if by the roundness it appears most fit, 
Built with starre galleries of hye ascent, 
In which Jehove doth as spectator sit,  
And chief determiner to applaud at best, 
And their indevours crowne with more than merit; 
But by their evill actions doomes the rest 
To end discrac‘t, while others praise inherit; 
He that denies then theatres should be, 
          He may as well deny a world in me.
250
 
 
Vespasiano would have agreed with these sentiments, given that he looked upon his life as a 
series of scenes wholly devised and directed by himself. He would have been the first to see an 
advantage in creating a stage upon which his exploits might be played out in a public setting. In 
spite of – or because of – all the work that had been done over the decades, to build a theatre in 
moment when he knew that his own energies were beginning to wane.  
A spot was chosen halfway between the Piazza del Castello and the Piazza Grande, within easy 
walking distance of the ducal residence and the Palazzo Giardino. Scamozzi designed a long 
rectangular building to enclose a space dominated by images of antiquity. The Teatro Olimpico was 
to be a paean to all that was best about Rome, a celebration of the magisterial ethos of its gods and 
Caesars who themselves had presided over such a long period of civic stability. Scamozzi‘s creation 
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was to be to Sabbioneta what the Circus Flaminius was to Rome—an institution dedicated to public 
display where pageantry triumphed over the predominantly declamatory nature of theatre that had 
characterized classical Greece. The decorative effects inside the theatre were intended for a learned 
and aristocratic audience familiar with recondite allusions. The Teatro Olimpico was never intended 
to be a place for ordinary folk; rather it was a place where men like Vespasiano and his family 
might sit in the company of gods. The Duke might have agreed with Heywood when he wrote that a 
flourishing state such as Rome was reflected in the vigour of its theatre. 
Within a week of his arrival in Sabbioneta, Scamozzi had made his first designs for the theatre. 
These he presented to Vespasiano who was on the point of leaving for Venice. Such was the Duke‘s 
enthusiasm for the project that he asked Scamozzi to accompany him to the Venetian capital. On 
route they discussed and argued over detail until the final plan was realized. Together they would 
build a theatre that embodied the twelve Olympic divinities standing on a curved peristyle 
supported by pillars above a loggia overlooking the stage. These were Vulcan, Minerva, Neptune, 
Bacchus, Diana, Apollo, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Saturn, Juno and Jupiter. On each side of the 
peristyle were to be the busts of three Caesars and one of Cybele, the mother goddess and protector 
of peoples, and a popular deity among the patrician classes in ancient Rome. Instead of placing on 
her head a calathos or basket signifying plenty, Vespasiano requested a stylized form of the walled 
city—his city, presumably. Cybele was to oversee the spring theatrical season of two months, with 
productions of pastoral comedies [comedie overo pastorale] as the principal entertainment. 
We do not know whether Vespasiano ever read the works of Giulio Camillo, a renowned cabalist 
and writer on the symbolic nature of the theatre. His book, L‘Idea del Teatro, was published in 
Venice and Florence in 1550, so it is likely that Vespasiano came across it at some point, knowing 
his love of books and of course his long association with Venetian presses. Camillo‘s Theatre of 
Memory was also extolled by Girolamo Muzio in Ferrara in the same year that Vespasiano ordered 
the construction of his theatre in Sabbioneta. At that time, Camillo‘s theatre was regarded as one of 
the ―wonders of the age,‖ according to J. M. Toscanus when he published a series of Latin poems 
on famous Italians.  
In L‘Idea, Camillo took the Vitruvian concept of an antique theatre and distorted it to meet his 
more radical and occultist ideas pertaining to the art of memory. He created a semi-circle of seven 
tiered seats viewing a non-existent stage, where the actor was transposed into a solitary spectator 
gazing back at his invisible audience. Camillo reversed the normal function of a theatre in order that 
he might implant on its tiered seats a body of occultic information relating to what he called the 
―eternal places‖ of memory. He used the Vitruvian theatre as a basis for constructing a system of 
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memory whereby all the knowledge of the world might be recalled at will. His theatre was none 
other than Solomon‘s Temple of Wisdom.251 
The Theatre of Memory was much in vogue at the courts of Europe during the sixteenth century. 
The King of France gave Camillo the sum of 500 ducats to build one. Erasmus was familiar with 
Camillo‘s invention through his friend Viglius, who wrote him a detailed letter on the subject after a 
meeting with Camillo in Venice. Two of his memory theatres were eventually built in France and 
Venice at the expense of admiring patrons. By the 1570s, the memory theatre was being linked to 
the names of Pico della Mirandola, Pythagoras, the mystical tradition of the Hebrews and the 
Platonists, among those scholars eager to establish links with the past. Given Vespasiano‘s interest 
in Hebrew texts, it is more than likely that he possessed at least some knowledge of Camillo‘s 
memory theatre. If not, then we must assume that Scamozzi did so, especially when we consider the 
similarity between Camillo‘s model and the Teatro Olimpico. 
It does not seem to be a coincidence that Scamozzi positioned on the peristyle the twelve gods of 
Olympus in the same way that Camillo drew attention to their names on his plan of his memory 
theatre. Each god expresses a different emotion, which in turn reflects the range of emotions 
exemplified by the actors on stage. Jupiter, for example, represents tranquillity; Mars, anger; 
Saturn, melancholy; Venus, love. These different emotional currents, allegorized on the peristyle in 
the form of gods, are free to ―gaze down‖ upon both audience and actors, thus providing a classical 
counterpoint that was deeply satisfying in accordance with the Mannerist ideal.  
Audiences of the day enjoyed allegory because knowledge of it reflected well on their erudition 
and learning. To add further to this heady mix, the men of the Renaissance poured into the old 
bottle of classicism a potent brew of ―occult philosophy‖ derived from an ancient tradition of 
wisdom embodied in the so-called Egyptian writings of the Corpus Hermeticum that had recently 
been translated into Latin by Marsilio Ficino. Ficino attached a peculiarly sacred character to the 
Hermetic writings as Gentile prophecies announcing the coming of Christianity. An earlier pagan 
belief was thus grafted onto Christian orthodoxy, so eluding criticism by the church. A cosmic 
mysticism in the form of a Hermetic-Cabalist tradition soon found its way into Mannerist 
architecture under the guise of a medley of philosophic sources derived from Ficino and Mirandola. 
Scamozzi must have surely been inspired to have created such a remarkable plan in just a few 
days, while en route to Venice with the Duke. It is difficult to imagine him rendering so detailed a 
set of drawings of a theatre, complete with those of the buildings that were later to appear in 
perspective on stage in such a short time, unless he had some idea of what he wanted to do from 
previous readings. One suspects that he had come to Sabbioneta with a clear idea of what he wanted 
to achieve as a result of his work on Palladio‘s Olympic Theatre in Vicenza. It is likely that he had 
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read Camillo and been familiar with the works of the Renaissance philosophers on occultic 
philosophy. Certainly, he would have read of the man in Ariosto‘s Orlando furioso where he 
appears as ―he who showed a smoother and shorter way to the heights of Helicon.‖ Tasso also 
discusses at some length the secrets that Camillo revealed to the King of France in one of his 
dialogues.
252
  
One must assume that educated men in Venice and Rome, where Scamozzi had previously 
studied, shared many of Camillo‘s ideas. Scamozzi had contrived to allow Pico‘s ―On the Dignity 
of Man‖ to infiltrate his design, thus re-affirming the veiled nature of occultism at that time, in the 
same way that Pico had introduced the Theatre of the World into his oration: ―I have read in the 
writings of the Arabs that Abdullah the Saracen, when asked what seemed to him most marvellous 
in this theatre of the world, replied that nothing seemed to him more splendid than man.‖253 And 
this accords with the famous saying of Mercurius Trismegistus: ―What a miracle is man, O 
Asclepius.‖254 His theatre became like a sphinx concealing mysteries that only an elect might begin 
to recognize. It was all part of the allegorical method so much enjoyed by men like Vespasiano.  
The concept of the Vitruvian theatre stands in the midst of the Venetian Renaissance, of which 
both Scamozzi and Vespasiano were great admirers. Such a theatre reflects the divine proportions 
of the world. Moreover, the Pythagoro-Platonic tradition emphasized musical theory as well as 
zodiacal configurations to enhance the idea of a cosmic music at work within the universe.
255
 
Though Camillo reversed this concept of divine proportions to erect his memory theatre more as a 
reflection of his occultic concerns, both types of theatre in part fed off one another. The modern 
theatre as devised by Scamozzi represented a new Renaissance plan of the psyche, a change that 
had occurred within memory from which outward changes derived their impetus. The Hermetic 
men of the Renaissance believed that they possessed divine powers, and that they could form a 
magic memory to grasp the world. They were able to reflect the macrocosm in the microcosm of 
their divine intellects, so to speak.  
This act alone resulted in the magic of celestial proportions flowing from their world memory 
into the magical words of their oratory and poetry, into the perfect proportions of their art and 
architecture. Something extraordinary had occurred within the modern psyche to release new 
powers into the world. The Hermetic philosopher of Ferrara, Francesco Patrizi, spoke with ecstasy 
of how Camillo‘s ideas had released the precepts of rhetoric from their narrow bounds, extending 
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them to ―the most ample spaces of the Theatre of the whole world.‖ 256  Camillo‘s Theatre of 
Memory, and the modern theatre of Scamozzi, are bound by the same premise—that the old 
rigidities of scholasticism and language were inhibiting the growth of the free intellect.  
No wonder Vespasiano greeted Scamozzi‘s ideas with enthusiasm. He saw in his theatre the 
possibility of making a statement not only about the conduct of his own life (i.e. ―All the world‘s a 
stage‖), but also about the power of magic to transform memory into a talismanic object. The 
theatre was more than simply a performance space, it was a manifestation of the subjective. If one 
could populate it with gods, with historical figures of mythical proportions, and blend it with the 
pageantry of the day, then one was creating the world in microcosm, and so establishing oneself in 
the pantheon of the gods. It is no accident that Heywood speaks of God as an observer of life in the 
poem already cited.  
The men of the late Renaissance wanted to see themselves in the same role—as observers of 
their own unfolding destiny. They wanted to become god-like. A theatre was the perfect place to 
ritualize such a process. In 1588, with his health in rapid decline and barely able to walk, 
Vespasiano must have imagined himself entering his theatre to see himself playing himself in a 
heroic role. It was the kind of reflexivity that made life seem worthwhile, particularly to those men 
of the Renaissance such as he. 
Scamozzi was his magician. Between them they worked day and night to bring to fruition the 
Teatro Olimpico facing onto the street dedicated to his aunt. It took little more than two years to 
construct the building, complete with peristyle and frescoes around the walls in the style of Giulio 
Romano, the artist-architect who built and decorated the Palazzo del Te in Mantua. Austerely 
decorated on the outside, with elegantly proportioned windows alternately crowned by egg-shaped 
niches enclosing the Duke‘s new coat-of-arms, the building radiates a feeling of having come gently 
to rest, like a swan on a lake. It must have been a most satisfying experience for Vespasiano to gaze 
up at its façade and know that he had finally realized his dream. Here at last was his true 
embodiment. The exterior‘s restraint was matched by a multifarious life within. Was this not how 
he saw himself? 
The Teatro Olimpico became his masque. In collaboration with Scamozzi he was able to create 
inside his theatre a reproduction of his city outside. It didn‘t take too much effort on the part of 
Scamozzi to realize that his ideas on perspective in relation to the construction of a stage-set 
perfectly matched those of Vespasiano. Both men enjoyed the idea of exploring perspectival space 
as a method by which a man—an actor—could walk forward into view from a distance, thus 
enhancing the processional nature of life. In form and character, the Teatro Olimpico was designed 
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to telegraph an intentional relationship between the illusory life of the theatre and the city outside 
its walls. The ideal city inside the theatre is thus projected back onto the street.
257
  
In this respect, Shakespeare‘s plays are not tragic in the Greek sense—they are the progressive 
realization of character flaws that determine personal behaviour and actions. Vespasiano wanted to 
take the city of his dreams, that he had personally realized in the form of Sabbioneta, and place it in 
the context of an interior space. In doing so, he was able to contemplate his city on stage as a 
talismanic object that might protect him from the forces of dissimulation that were wracking his 
mind and his body. The city, as a theatrical set, was eternal; for him to strut his stuff upon it was to 
proclaim immortality for himself. 
One only has to gaze into a theatre scene designed under the influence of Sebastiano Serlio and 
his mentor Baldassare Peruzzi (1481–1536) to understand the peculiar satisfaction that may be 
derived from such illusory effects. It is the same sensation that one experiences when gazing into 
the Urbino  painting of the Ideal City. One is immediately confronted with a choice—either to 
remain ―outside‖ the streetscape, or plunge into its seductive street perspective and become lost 
among its colonnades, porticos, obelisks, statues, loggias and archways. The theatrical city offers a 
more composed view of urban existence than the streets ―outside.‖ It is none other than the perfect 
place, heaven brought down to earth. One is in the enviable position of walking towards infinity, as 
if beyond the distant archway there lies a haven that is of this world but detached from it. The 
Renaissance point of infinity is thus profoundly attached to something indivisible about life—that 
the mind and the body are at one with themselves, unaffected by the tension between transcendence 
and the physical. 
Man is at the heart of his creation just as the theatre is at the heart of the city. One must be ―in‖ 
creation—that is, one must place oneself on the stage of life—in order to fully realize one‘s 
identity. The inward-looking and unworldly analysis of the soul, with its emphasis upon the old 
pedagogic dictum ―Know thyself,‖ was alien to the Renaissance mind. Rather, Goethe‘s credo that 
man should not divert his attention from the world at large towards an inner and false contemplation 
was more appropriate to a man genuinely seeking after knowledge. There is no room for 
―psychological torments‖ in the life of a free man, only an encounter with actuality in the form of a 
self-created world. Secretly, and in spite of its impossibility, all men of the Renaissance wanted to 
reclaim their classical inheritance by recreating a primordial condition of time that was still at the 
mercy of chance.  
Scamozzi‘s recreation of one of Sabbioneta‘s streets in the Teatro Olimpico offered Vespasiano 
the opportunity to enter his city as an actor—or as a god—ready to dispense goodness and justice to 
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an invisible and largely passive audience. The act of possession was complete—he had invoked a 
series of mise-en-scènes that captured the very essence of who he was. He could gaze up at the open 
windows and watch those inside waving to him or unfurling banners in his honour. They might ride 
out of side streets on horseback, their richly caparisoned saddle blankets and shields denoting rank 
and title. A woman, partly veiled and dressed in richly brocaded apparel, might appear in one of the 
doorways, pause, then walk across the street to disappear through an open door mysteriously left 
ajar. His eyes might follow that departing figure with longing.  
Was she the unnamed woman of his poem? Or was she the wraith of memory, that terrible 
accumulation of regrets to which he was forever shackled. This city of wall niches enclosing statues 
and family crests stuck to walls like mussels—this city confronted him with its collective past and 
dilemmas. Even as he had tried to create a perfect city that would stand the test of time he must 
have known that somehow life, with all its disappointments, had contrived to enter it like a thief in 
the night. Nor could any sentry manning the Imperial Gate hope to detect death, cowled in black, 
slinking sideways through its arch. 
On stage, at the centre of his ideal city and basking in this vision of a lifetime, Vespasiano knew 
that he was about to engage in a kaleidoscopic encounter with himself. The narrow streets of Fondi 
bedecked with clothes drying on poles, meeting with fishermen‘s wives in the port of Sperlonga as 
a boy, those afternoons in Naples when he entered the old city through Port‘Alba in search of 
youthful excitement, talking with his aunt in the cloister of San Francesco among palms and olive 
trees or in the gardens of Villa Margellina near Fondi, mornings spent in discussion with 
philosophers and poets on the steps outside San Domenico, entering San Lorenzo church and 
listening to the Armenian choir at vespers, eating a meal in one of Naples numerous taverns where 
Spanish was almost the first language, gazing upon the figure of Wisdom with one foot on that of 
Old Man Time in a lonely piazza there, or thinking about his father Luigi, dead before he had 
occasion to know him as he gazed up at an equestrian statue in a square —these were just some of 
the images that must have come to mind when Vespasiano stood in the forecourt of his city. 
Naples taught him that a city is doomed to a kind of madness, a divine madness, when it allows 
itself to fall into a state of civic chaos. There, the expression of culture was like a prisoner of the 
imagination without foundation, yet wedded to the real. He would have sensed this as he wandered 
through its narrow streets filled with all the bric-a-brac from the Orient. Even today, Naples‘s 
obsession with the world in miniature by way of figurines, tiny medieval towns, waterwheels, 
mountain precipices, pious artefacts and kitchens full of carefully crafted foodstuffs reminds one 
that men have always sought to create objects of fantasy out of what dominates their existence, in 
spite of their desire to sometimes escape it. Perhaps Naples was a state of mind that he wanted to 
escape—its delight in chaos sundered his desire for order and repose. 
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Unlike Camillo, who stood where the stage should have been and gazed back at a non-audience 
of philosophic precepts and pagan gods, Vespasiano found himself entering deeper into a maze that 
was his Theatre of the World. Spain loomed as part of his destiny, a constrained land turned 
inwards upon itself. In spite of the legacy of the New World, which thronged ceaselessly through 
the streets of ports like Cadiz and Cartagena, this great leviathan of a country had all but gone to 
sleep. He must have known that the fortresses and barricades that he had built there were part of the 
country‘s rejection of that spirit of inquiry underpinning the Renaissance elsewhere.  
Yet he had remained, a dedicated servant to a king whose pious nature was in stark contrast to 
his own. One senses that his self-exile was permanent—he wanted to distance himself from a 
disrupted childhood determined by the loss of a father, family obligations that never seemed to go 
away, and the legacy of two women who had vied for his affections. His Spain was always going to 
be one of familial tensions masquerading as love, as well as a deep sense of loneliness, fealty, and 
friendship. 
There are archways, of course, that he must pass under. These are constructed from his wars, his 
sieges and the wounds he received in the heat of battle. A condottiere was always at the mercy of 
his ability to lead. Vespasiano had demonstrated his courage and his capacities as a military 
strategist in testing circumstances. He was a natural leader of men; someone who felt at ease in the 
company of ordinary soldiers whose lives depended on him. He enjoyed the melee of battle. Yet 
even as he planned his campaigns, he never allowed his passion for Sabbioneta to wane for long. 
Every successful campaign that he fought augmented his treasury, thus enabling a wall to be built or 
a ceiling to be graced with frescoes. For him, art became the consummation of war. 
Did he recall his days as a young man walking the streets of Brussels and Antwerp whenever he 
stood on one of Sabbioneta‘s bastions? He would have seen spun silk and fine furs on sale from his 
home city of Naples, and gold thread from Milan. He might have mused on the world beyond the 
ocean where wealth was seemingly inexhaustible. Sicilian gallnuts and cumin, linens and serge, as 
well as innumerable small wares made from metal—these must also have reminded him of the 
extraordinary riches derived from his part of the world. Venetian galleys loaded with spices and 
drugs, raw silk, camlets, grograms and mohairs, carpets, precious stones and pearls were offloaded 
in the port of his mind, even as he gazed up at an obelisk standing at the back of the Teatro 
Olimpico‘s stage set. 
Could a theatre contain the whole of his life? Could it bear witness to the mistakes that he had 
made, the wives and children lost? Vespasiano had always equivocated between living a normal life 
in the bosom of the family, while at the same time yearning for notoriety as a duke of his own 
private realm, and an adventurer on the world stage. Prudence and calculation governed many of his 
decisions, just as a measured extravagance was betrayed in others. He alternated between concerns 
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for his son‘s health, as well as insuring that the family heritage was immortalized in the form of 
equestrian figures that stood on the landing in his palace.  
On its façade, too, his forebears gazed down upon the populace, their accumulated authority 
confirming his rightful place as duke of the city. Perspective was an ideal attribute—it allowed him 
to travel down the corridor of his life and gaze into rooms in which there were things that he might 
have thought best forgotten. Everywhere there were ghosts flaunting reality. His father, Luigi, stood 
before him, a mythical hero larger than any fresco depicting Aeneas‘s victory over Latium. Was it 
the possession of Italy that he secretly dreamed of, while accepting Sabbioneta as the compromise 
he had been forced to make? 
The Teatro Olimpico was a monument to his audacity, both as a visionary and as a man. He 
allowed nothing to stand in his way of realizing an ideal city that in turn could be transformed into a 
scene in a play. To walk into its premises even today is to immediately feel that one has entered his 
domain. In every fresco and statue of a god standing on the peristyle one finds oneself drawn into 
some indefinable concavity, as if sinking into the dubious reality of a de Chirico painting. One 
almost feels seduced into abstracting oneself away from real life, that one is being invited to enter—
no, to live, in a frozen but perfect environment, like Pompeii after the eruption of Vesuvius on that 
fateful day in AD 79. There is always this sense that Sabbioneta is in some way a ghost town. 
A question must be asked at this point—did Vespasiano Gonzaga lead a double life? Never did 
he allow himself to be portrayed as an urbane and cultured duke like so many of his 
contemporaries. Studying Leone Leoni‘s statue above his tomb in the Church of the Incoronata, one 
sees a torso corseted in Roman breastplate and armour, very much a convention of the period. 
Vespasiano allowed himself to be moulded into a masculine preference for death over life. What we 
see is a Caesarism of the spirit, the male domination or all political structures and mores. Gone are 
the essentially feminine attributes of the early Renaissance or indeed of the medieval period. One 
cannot imagine a chanson de geste sung at Vespasiano‘s funeral; his, surely, would have been a 
Ciceronian oration celebrating personal grandiloquence. His face registers introspection more than 
it does an equable nature as he gazes down at us. 
There is a sadness about his eyes—a sadness that no train of ermine or staff of office could begin 
to efface. Building his ideal city was an elaborate subterfuge designed to conceal desolation. There 
is an emptiness about his character that is even harder to define. It is not one of shallowness, 
triteness, or meanness of spirit—far from it. Vespasiano was a bigger man that that. At no stage 
does one gain the impression that he harboured anything other than a larger destiny for himself. 
Like that other soldier of repute, Napoleon Bonaparte, he wanted to be First Consul of his own 
private empire given over to the steady inflation of his personality. One is reminded of the remark 
Napoleon said of himself while an exile on St Helena: ―What a novel, anyhow, my life has been!‖ 
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Sabbioneta became the device by which Vespasiano was able to enlarge his personality through the 
careful articulation, not of what Napoleon called his ―novel of life,‖ but rather of his own ―theatre 
of life.‖ At all times he attempted to exist on a footing that was more than equal to his destiny. 
The Teatro Olimpico was inaugurated during the carnival season of 1590, less than a year prior 
to the Duke‘s death. Even now it is hard to imagine how the theatre could have been built in so 
short a time. Yet here he was, on a spring day, stepping forth from his palace to make the short walk 
to the theatre (or indeed was he borne on a litter?), along with his young wife Margherita, his 
daughter Isabella and her husband Luigi Carrafa, the Duke of Stigliano, together with members of 
his court. He had invited Silvio de‘ Gambi, a member of a theatrical company from Ferrara, to pen a 
new play for the occasion at a fee of 400 crowns, plus free board and lodging for sixty days. It 
seemed fitting that this new piece should be called ―A Society of Friends‖ [Accademia de‘ 
confidenti], a theme that Vespasiano had been at pains to cultivate throughout his life, even at some 
cost. The Duke also asked that Oedipus Rex be performed, a gesture reflecting the opening of 
Palladio‘s theatre in Vicenza six years before with the same play. The court passed from the Piazza 
Grande down the side street towards the theatre in stately fashion on that spring day, imitating 
almost exactly Scamozzi‘s instructions for the design of the scene on the stage inside.  
According to the architect, one must always be prepared for a tragedy. There was to be a large 
square onto which a ―royal‖ street led, ―on which all the pomp of triumphal processions must pass, 
thus allowing the passage of dukes and great personages on solemn occasions.‖ The street was to be 
flanked by public and private buildings, ―noble houses and civic ones,‖ all executed in relief with 
the help of fine painting and well-understood perspective, separated by streets usable by actors, but 
extremely narrow so as to leave large walls for their frontages. These were to be partitioned by a 
great number of doors, windows, and arches so that they might appear to be larger, and give longer 
flight to the stage. The palaces were to be decorated with bas-reliefs and plaster statues, as well as 
painted false marble in perspective.
258
 
Here was the summation of his life. Vespasiano had finally built a theatre that duplicated all that 
he stood for. Everything about Scamozzi‘s instructions echoed the care he had bestowed upon the 
design and construction of Sabbioneta. All was in perfect perspective. All announced to the world 
by way of ―grand doorways, windows, and arches‖ a deep commitment to maintaining a public 
image in the face of personal failure and tragedy. Nothing must be allowed to cloud the mirror held 
up to the illusion of a life lived in the glare of universal attainment.  
Vespasiano‘s entire life had been the work of an architect dedicated to semblance and to the 
trompe l‘oeil as a method of deliberate distortion, to illusion as the ultimate expression of what in 
Italian is known as ostendamento, a word that alludes to a parade, an exhibit, an affectation or 
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Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
174 
showing-off. Nor should this observation be looked upon in any sense as criticism, as to do so 
would be to reveal an aversion to the idea of glamour, enchantment, and the creation of a magical or 
fictitious beauty. This is what Sabbioneta meant to Vespasiano. It was his attempt to realize a city 
that was nothing less than a fictitious beauty, which in turn might bestow upon him its particular 
form of glamour. More than anything, he wanted to be enchanted by his own creation. 
Was this the key to becoming a uomo universale—to inhabit the domain of glamour, 
enchantment? It seemed reasonable enough to assume, given the Renaissance‘s love of display, 
pageantry, processions, and pantomimes. Outward show was designed to reinforce nobiltà in the 
eyes of the ruling elite, even though they might pay lip service to the idea of personal merit being 
superior to that of wealth and privilege. Vespasiano was not a true humanist, in spite of his 
insistence, in that he firmly believed in the advantages of inheritance and title. One could say that 
the construction of Sabbioneta was done to revoke the idea of personal merit in that it invested him 
with the mantle of authority best suited to a hereditary duke. The city became his sceptre, a symbol 
of his self-created dignity. 
      At this point, one must accompany him into his theatre and indulge his liking for reflexivity and 
illusion. Not to do so would be to deny oneself the opportunity of experiencing something 
altogether unique. Once inside, it is easy to imagine oneself in the company of gods. Seated among 
the audience and gazing towards the stage, one is confronted by a city coolly espousing its own 
perfection in terms of graceful proportions and elegance. It is a city where one has always wanted to 
live. It is a city that sanctions one‘s desire to be seen as someone gifted and remote. How can one 
not step forward onto its broad avenue of cobbles, and begin walking towards a set of ascending 
stairs through the triumphal archway at road‘s end? Beyond lies an infinite life of obelisks and 
Corinthian pillars, coliseums and campaniles. It is the life of the Città ideale that forever feeds on 
the imagination as to the sort of existence we believe is ours. I am reminded of Georges 
Rodenbach‘s remark in Bruges-La-Morte: ―At the end of the streets, the facades merge themselves 
into the infinite.‖259 
Yet, do we not feel sadness that we cannot enter such a city? Vespasiano, it now appears, was 
haunted by the fact that Sabbioneta had become his theatre of illusion; that it stood as a monument 
to escape. There was no more chance of him quitting reality to indulge his refined but worldly 
narcissism than there was of him overcoming the slow desecration of his body from the effects of 
syphilis. Sabbioneta was the product of a diseased mind, though not in the sense that we normally 
understand it. His illness had helped him to look upon the city as a dream of new harmonies that 
might be realized by a deliberate escape from the world. André Breton‘s remark—―A monstrous 
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aberration makes relations‖—is more appropriate in this respect, for it suggests that it is possible to 
draw forth from illness and mental disorder a model or expression of feeling that is perfectly 
aligned to the intensity of one‘s contact with fate.260 
Vespasiano regarded architecture as a method of breaking with mediocrity in order to create a 
more idealized view of the world. He wanted Sabbioneta and himself to participate in one another 
and so re-establish his physical equilibrium. The ―health‖ of the perfect city would then immunize 
him against the protracted fate of his body. In so doing, he was able to create something that went 
beyond metaphor to reside in the realm of the imagination. Breton reminds us as to the true nature 
of the effect of a city such as Sabbioneta upon an early morning stroller: 
Tonight there are two of us by the river that overflows with our despair … We think of the 
glimmering lights of the bars, of the grotesque balls in those shattered houses where we left the day. 
But nothing is more desolate than this light flowing gently over the roofs at five in the morning. The 
streets diverge silently and the boulevards come to life: a belated walker smiles not far from us. He 
has not seen our wild eyes and he passes softly. It is the sound of the milk wagons that dispel our 
torpor, and the birds soar heavenward in search of divine nourishment.
261
 
 
For Vespasiano, syphilis became none other than a supreme act of resistance. It allowed him to 
combat his afflictions by way of a concerted attempt to realize architectural perfection, and, in so 
doing, re-assert a semblance of health. By building Sabbioneta, Vespasiano hoped to cure himself 
of his lifelong malady. 
The Teatro Olimpico is no mausoleum but a celebration of life. Vespasiano could do no better 
than build a structure in which he could observe himself through the eyes of his city. We are left to 
sit there, under the gaze of gods, and watch him act out the last year of his life. He is the hero of his 
own play, and its tragedy. For all his disappointments, life‘s intensity was still intact. Unlike 
Antonin Artaud, a modern commentator on the role of theatre in society, who suggested that ―no 
matter how we clamour for magic in our lives, we are afraid of pursuing an existence entirely under 
its influence and sign,‖ Vespasiano Gonzaga, it seems, did indeed try to pursue such an existence.262 
Like many of his contemporaries, he saw the theatre as an emblem of human life. 
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What a man leaves after his death are the dreams his name inspires, and the works that might 
provoke admiration or indifference. In Vespasiano Gonzaga, we see a man whose activities were so 
diverse that if one was to propose a ruling idea behind them all, there could be none more universal 
than the concept of his desire to build an ideal city. He was a man of his time who presided a lasting 
vision of the city as a place to suit his personal taste. For the first time in history a city had been 
created in his own image. Moreover, Vespasiano found a way to avoid the encroachment of time by 
implanting his ideas on space without recourse to custom or tradition, except when it suited him. 
Habitat had become a demonstration of a disregard for genesis, since he had learnt how to create his 
own world ex nihilo.  
Well, not quite. The mortar for his ideas was always going to be his fascination for Vitruvius and 
what his theories were in relation to what he perceived as  the Roman ideal of civic order. These 
represented a secure haven for him in that they provided a scaffold over which he could arrange his 
sense of elegance and form. When he had completed his great work, Sabbioneta was left to lie like a 
discarded diadem on the rich earth of the plain of Lombardy, its dalliance with proportion, with 
linearity and with stone a reminder of how a city can be transformed into the crown of a man‘s 
yearning for civitas. Vespasiano put into practice those ideas of the dilettante and theorist whose 
sole claim to fame was an understanding of geometry and the acculturation of number. He was 
more interested in articulating mass, in delving into surfaces.  
Cube and plane became an act of deliverance as they sashayed forth into street and square, 
netting light and form as if they were butterflies. He never wanted to feel enclosed, so his city 
became less a place to wander in than to stride upon. He wanted people to feel that they were 
capable of rising above their social predicament simply by divesting themselves of the old quartiere 
mentality that condemned many to live in the same quarter of a city from one generation to the next. 
Broad avenues and open piazzas were his answer to cold medieval alleys of introversion and 
constraint. 
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It took someone of courage to do away with non-Euclidian life that had dominated urban 
existence since the decline of Rome, bringing with it a Semitic preference for agglomeration and 
narrow streets in the wake of the Arab invasions of Spain, Sicily, and southern Italy. With the 
decline of classicism in the West the early medieval city reverted to its more primitive origins of 
visible and tangible unity, sharply defined by the circle of its walls and towers, and centred on the 
cathedral, the embodiment of the faith and spiritual purpose of the community. How much the 
confinement of Jews to ghettos affected the development of the medieval city is a question rarely 
asked. By the time of the Carolingians, the city was little more than a commercial and industrial 
commune living in the shelter of a fortified enclosure under the privilege of law. Local patriotism 
made it exclusive and self-centred. The civil spirit that animated the city was singularly egotistical. 
The rise of the merchant and middle classes made it imperative for the city to adopt a new charter to 
oversee its expansion.  
In Italy, where feudalism was weaker than in other parts of Europe, it became possible to build a 
metropolis in keeping with the emerging democratic ethos of the age. This included moving away 
from the Aristotelian idea of society as a natural organism, sufficient unto itself, in which the 
different classes existed solely for the sake of the whole, and where the ruler and lawgiver 
imprinted form on the inert matter of the social body. Nor was the priesthood regarded as the 
principle of spiritual unity any more, or the soul of the social organism; it had become one among 
many organs of the community, the pars sacredotalis, subject to the ruling class, the pars 
principans, and so devoid of any transcendent authority. In breaking with these concepts, and 
embracing the idea of personal merit, the stage was set for the return of the Roman grid system to 
European cities for the first time, as well as the socio-political monism and autarky of the Greek 
polis. 
Influenced as he was by men like Piero della Francesca, Leonardo da Vinci, Filarete, Vitruvius 
and his followers, Vespasiano was able to realize their dream in his own way. We do not know 
whether he read the works of Antonio Filarete (1400–69), but we must assume that he knew of 
them given his familiarity with architects of his time. Filarete‘s Trattato was inspired by his reading 
of Alberti‘s treatise on architecture, De re aedificatoria. In his book, Filarete describes the first 
fully planned ideal city, which he named Sforzinda after his patron, Francesco Sforza of Milan. The 
walled Vitruvian circle was to enclose two intersecting triangles, reminiscent of medieval tracery, 
and placed in a landscape, thus invoking the earliest design of combined town and country 
planning.  
The conception of his ideal town as a task for man was a novel one in that it proclaimed civic 
pride and emphasized human dignity over religious preoccupation. Though churches were included, 
they leave pride of place to the palace (such as the Palazzo Ducale in Sabbioneta) and to separate 
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schools for girls and boys, to prisons and to a house of ―Vice and Virtue‖ destined to add to the 
moral perfection of citizens. The House of Vice and Virtue served a truly comprehensive purpose. It 
consisted of a ring of ten storeys (a virtual Tower of Babylon!) on a square base, and crowned by 
the statue of virtue (like the statue of Minerva in Piazza del Castello in Sabbioneta). The structure 
contained lecture rooms, a brothel at the bottom, and an academy of learning on the higher storeys, 
culminating in a provision for the study of astrology at the top. 
Most likely, Vespasiano consulted the works of Francesco di Giorgio (1439–1502), a Sienese 
architect and uomo universale in his own right. It was he who made the first illustration of the 
dimensions of man described by Vitruvius that Leonardo later drew.
263
 Giorgio combined the bold 
investigation of the humanist scholars with the conservative lyricism of the Sienese school, which 
led to his early manuscript illuminations and furniture pieces. He is chiefly remembered as an 
architectural theorist who translated Vitruvius. His original work on architecture, Trattato di 
architettura civile e militare, discussed both city planning and military architecture, subjects close 
to Vespasiano‘s heart. Giorgio was in the service of Duke Federico da Montefelto in Urbino, where 
he participated in the design and decoration of parts of the palace there, as well as a number of 
military fortresses throughout the region. One must assume that like Leonardo and others, he also 
read Piero‘s book on proportions in his quest to paint the Ideal City. Vespasiano, therefore, found 
himself surrounded by theories current among many of his age. The difference was that he 
attempted to put many of  their theories into practice. 
The dominating idea of Vitruvius centred upon a protecting circular wall, reinforced by towers 
for strategic reasons. By the sixteenth century this idea had been modified to accommodate new 
military theory. The six-pointed star fortification replaced the eight-walled Vitruvian concept. The 
radial arrangement of the assumed eight directions of the prevailing winds was to be avoided for 
hygienic reasons by replacing them with eight bisecting streets. The overriding geometrical pattern 
of the grid was reborn.  
Vespasiano was able to take the ideas of his great mentor Vitruvius and combine them with his 
knowledge of military fortification. Though the figure eight was traditional due to its evocation of 
the Tower of the Winds in Athens, dedicated as it was to the eight deities, Vespasiano was forced to 
depart from this ancient ground plan. Still, he never lost sight of the city‘s original inspiration—
Pallas Athena, in the form of Minerva, stood at the heart of Sabbioneta. He remained loyal to the 
essentially cosmic origins of the ideal city, with its links to divination and the relationship between 
man and the universe. 
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Into this he plunged complete with a dream of an ideal life. One must never forget that 
Vespasiano had been schooled to become a universal man. He could not avoid the responsibilities 
that came with the acquisition of knowledge in accordance with Giulia‘s plans for him. He was to 
be her shining light, the living reminder of all that she had hoped for in her own life. Though a 
woman, and an influential one among the intellectual elite, Giulia knew that the extent of her power 
would always be limited to the intellectual and spiritual spheres. Possibly she had hoped to bring 
about social and political change through her secret support of the Protestant movement in Italy, 
and thus affirm her importance as a woman of vision.  
All we do know is that she made her nephew the spearhead of her desire to create a community 
based upon intellect alone. Sabbioneta was her attempt to spiritualize the metropolis. Though 
Vespasiano may not have been privy to her expectations, he would never completely escape his 
aunt‘s influence even after her death. That grand lady, quartered in the monastery of San Francesco 
in Naples where she brooded over the renovation of the papacy for much of her life, managed to 
reach out to him as a model of excellence. She meant more to him than what he called the ―brief 
lamp of life‖ [―la mortal vita e un breve lampo‖] through her instruction, wise council, and support. 
It is not hard to imagine that Vespasiano saw himself as something of a paragon, in spite of his 
flaws. At no time did he ever retreat from the fact that his destiny was to create an environment 
where the new theories of art and humanism could flourish under the influence of his benign 
overlordship. In doing so, he saw himself as a man blessed by fate whose task was to augment a 
new kind of community where thought merged with streetscape. A house of  Hebrew scholarship 
found itself complementing an elegant piazza, a ducal mint overseeing an archway, and a gallery of 
antiquities enhancing an imperial gateway. His city was to be where ideas and architectural 
concepts blended into a seamless expression of earthly perfection. Sabbioneta was to be a lasting 
monument to his own self-esteem, and the universal nature of the intellect. 
This, of course, could never exclude the implications of his personal behaviour. Vespasiano 
harboured a secret that would live and grow old with him. Though he never spoke of it, one 
suspects that buried in him was the seed of some dire capacity to hate. It was as if syphilis and the 
murder of Diana were a product of one another. Both had eaten away at his body and his psyche to 
the point where it is hard to know which affected him most—a head stricken with migraines, a body 
wracked by pain, or the malignancy of regret. Did he feel any, one wonders? Again, silence offers 
up its wall. Observing him down the tunnel of the centuries, one can only glimpse the flickering 
malady of his mind. We see a man who sought to dispel blighted passion with the aid of poison, and 
whose greatest weakness was to believe that his amore propre meant more to him than the woman 
he loved. It was not her actual or rumoured betrayal that infected him most, it was the damage that 
he thought might be caused to his inflated sense of importance, his honore. 
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He joins a long list of self-made martyrs. From Oedipus to Othello, from Hamlet to Hamilcar, 
such men were unable to overcome their obsessions, whether these embodied a desire for family 
retribution, a jealous love and the stain of patricide, or frustrated political ambition. When an 
individual is able to transcend the law of the heart, even when it causes pain, they are able to 
maintain a high purpose. But when this law is cancelled, and when passion intervenes, something 
occurs in the course of that individual‘s life to blight it forever. Absolution is the only recourse, and 
this can only be achieved by an act of contrition.  
A man who lives in dismal suffering and separation because of some failed act of retribution will 
always know that he has been deprived of that all-dominating and divine human ordinance 
fundamental to this law. He has established his own ordinance, thereby condemning himself to 
perpetual anguish. The act that causes such a hiatus takes on a life of its own, and is transformed 
into a ―beast‖ that refuses to die. It is none other than the rage of conceit breaking out into a fury of 
self-consciousness designed to protect itself from a destruction of its own making. Self-existence 
cancels out the law of the heart, and a man is condemned to a perpetual battle with the perversion 
that he has invited to take up residence within. 
In one act of madness, of passion, Vespasiano condemned himself to his own oblivion. He 
allowed the law of the heart to be cancelled by his conceit. He could not bear the thought that Diana 
might have taken another man for her lover. He could not bear the idea that she had trampled on his 
good name and the name of his forebears. Nor could he bear the prospect of walking into a new 
day, believing that she had been unfaithful to him. Her perceived act of transgression aroused in 
him the full force of his malevolence. In his eyes she had made him the victim. She had destroyed 
him by loving another. This goes to the very heart of his failure. Vespasiano would always be a man 
whose considerable achievement was ameliorated by an inability to exercise tolerance or 
understanding in his relations with those he loved. The truth was, he did not know how. 
After Diana he would never feel deep affection for another woman, in spite of his utterances to 
the contrary. His concerned remarks about Anna in letters before and after her death, and the polite 
reference he made to his love for Margherita in his will (―the illustrious and excellent Signora 
Donna Margherita, my wife and greatest joy‖) are never more than the gestures of a man who has 
grown to accept his limitations in matters of the heart. Vespasiano was committed to one love 
only—his city. This bejewelled lady, this glorious figure made of stucco and stone—she alone 
possessed the power to make his heart palpitate. In the wake of Diana‘s death he had wedded 
himself to a woman more constant—a city whose muteness attracted him because of its refusal to 
give up its secrets—or to have none. Only Sabbioneta remained loyal to the man who had created 
her. 
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A son, daughter, aunt, mother, father and two wives passed through his life in the course of time, 
each leaving him shattered but unmoved. His stoic character always seemed to protect him from 
becoming overly sentimental, even if in his letters he attempted to be so. One is constantly 
reminded of a calculating mind ever sensitive to the way he might be perceived. One is aware that 
in identifying with Aeneas, considered as one of the early founders of Rome (who in turn spurned 
Dido‘s love), he wanted to acknowledge that he, too, was capable of higher aspirations in the face 
of tragedy.  
As the founder of a city as Aeneas had been, he must never allow personal considerations to 
cloud his judgment. A city was an organic construction; its destiny lay within the domain of a 
sensibility fully extended. He was its inspiration, its creator, and its household god. Only he had the 
capability of raising it to the power of one. Sabbioneta must be made into a miniature Imperium 
over which he presided, emperor at least in name. As the Duke of Sabbioneta he was little more 
than a martinet presiding over an empty parade ground, since he had no power and no real political 
influence to speak of. The construction of Sabbioneta was a deliberate attempt to claim some 
autonomy for himself, and so reaffirm the subtle arrogance of his character. Vespasiano could never 
escape the reality that he was living out an illusion. He, of all people—decked out in his titles, 
blazons, and princely orders—would one day discover that true freedom could never be attained 
through obsequy and imperial favour. Freedom must be forged through an act of grace. 
Gazing out across Piazza Grande from his book-lined studiolo in the Palazzo Ducale in the last 
months of his life, surrounded by reliefs of his extended family, Vespasiano must have known that 
his end was near. Thankfully, the fever of his body had at last subsided, leaving him in a state of 
calm. His old foe syphilis, the ―great imitator,‖ had finally ransacked his body, as it did a relative, 
Francesco Gonzaga of Mantua (died 1519).
264
 Ironically, the perfection of his life was mirrored by 
discord within—his brain, nervous system, blood vessels, liver, and bones were beginning to 
collapse after long years battling the disease. No longer the imitator, the spirochete, that had been 
for so long a part of his life had left him devoid of almost all function and being. Though not 
suffering any immediate pain, Vespasiano had all but lost the use of his limbs and was unable to 
walk. Indeed, throughout 1591 he needed to be carried in a litter, so weak were his limbs. He could 
do little more than sit up and gaze at his city beyond the window, this city of his dreams, knowing 
that he was a body in name only. 
What did he see other than a vision of the perfect place? The bell tower on Santa Maria Assunta 
beckoned to him with its sound. Beyond, in his Galleria Grande on Piazza del Castello, a procession 
of antiquities passed before his mind‘s eye. Nude goddesses tantalized emperors and Roman 
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dignitaries with their promise of eternal bliss. Torpor reigned supreme, classical in its temper. This 
antique colloquium whispered to him from afar ―we are a race derived from you,‖ as Cleanthes so 
eloquently remarked in his hymn to Zeus in confirming the cyclic nature of existence.  
Vespasiano would have agreed with Chrysippus that the world is a living thing, endowed with 
rational, animate intelligence and capable of sensation, much as he was.
265
 His daemon, after all, 
made him a small but not insignificant part of the cosmos. One must never forget that Vespasiano 
was a soldier at heart. Death held no fear for him in that, like Zeno, he probably knew that God 
always signifies the time for departure. It is said that the elderly philosopher decided to kill himself 
after breaking his toe whilst coming out of school one day. In a fit of prescience, he struck the 
ground with his hand and uttered the words of Niobe: ―I am coming; why do you call me?‖ There is 
little doubt that Zeno read the incident as a divine call. It is likely that the Duke would have 
concurred with this assessment of the timeliness of his own death. 
Did Vespasiano ever contend with the philosopher Boethius when he wrote ―In all adversity of 
fortune, the most wretched kind is once to have been happy‖?266 Probably not. He was enough of a 
realist to know that much of his life had been pitted against the memory of a past but fleeting 
happiness. However, he would never concede that any lack of remorse on his part might have 
unmanned him. He wasn‘t the type. Ever the public figure, Vespasiano preferred display and 
gestures of probity to bolster him against any feeling of self-doubt. The accumulation of honours 
was like a drug—they bestowed upon him an illusory sense of health even as syphilis tunnelled into 
his brain. Self-incrimination was never his forte; rather, he regarded silence as his greatest allay. 
Vespasiano considered his city to be his greatest act of contrition. All the days and weeks spent 
in monasteries coming to terms with his grief were as nothing when compared to the sight of 
solitary streets on a winter afternoon. Failing in strength, ground down by illness and regret, he 
nevertheless wandered these thoroughfares in his thoughts, trying to come to terms with the beauty 
he had realized in their stately homes, public colonnades, imperial gates and recumbent walls. The 
city became a projection of his mind trying to make peace with the steady erosion of his faculties. 
Those bastions were there to defend him against this final act of denial—Sabbioneta was his only 
link with sanity. Otherwise, he would have remained at the mercy of his illness, a hulk of a man 
slowly sinking into the ocean of himself. 
In the end, one has to admire him. By a supreme act of will he rose above his station. As a minor 
noble from southern Italy he had become consort to kings and emperors. Everything that he did was 
designed to provoke his age into acknowledging personal merit as the final arbiter of greatness. If 
he couldn‘t be a Leonardo da Vinci or Piero della Francesca, then at least he could attempt to 
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emulate these men by creating a civic work of art equivalent to theirs. Could he not enter the Hall of 
the Immortals in their company, confident that his achievement remains unsurpassed? One must 
accept that Vespasiano Gonzaga would have succeeded in any age, given the opportunity. 
In dying, the Duke displayed the same level of courtesy and care for his person as he did in life. 
Reading his fulsome last will and testament is to realize that even at the end he wanted to ensure 
that everything was aesthetically in order, at least. He insisted that his remains be interred in the 
Church of the Incoronata, and that the statue of himself in front of the Palazzo Ducale be removed 
and placed above his tomb. Moreover, he requested that two pillars—made from the finest marble, 
bellissimi and finissimi—be specially brought from Rome to support the statue. In addition, he 
asked his daughter Isabella and her husband Luigi Carrafa to ensure that at least two thousand scudi 
be spent on his monument, plus an unspecified amount on the performance of two Offices each year 
for the repose of his spirit (per salute dell‘anima mia) by the brothers of the monastery ―in 
perpetuity.‖ As a gift, he also left to the monastery his official library, providing that it was 
carefully inventoried and notarized. His one condition was that it should never be removed unless 
permission was obtained from his family or their successors.  
To his young wife Margherita, the daughter of Duke D‘Ariano, lord of nearby Guastalla, the ―joy 
of his life,‖ he left sufficient funds to provide for her needs for the rest of her days. Luigi Carrafa, 
his son-in-law, received as a gift what he termed his ―small library‖ located in his study. The rector 
of Parma Cathedral was granted a gift of 2,500 scudi and two old carpets (due tappezzerie delle 
vecchie) that Vespasiano had purchased in Spain. Most of his furniture and private effects were 
willed to his daughter and husband. The simplicity of the man‘s life is finally revealed. His two 
private rooms consisted of ―two jugs, two basins, two cups, two silver salt shakers of quality and 
taste.‖ One sees the man washing his face of a morning as the birds invade the square below his 
window. The old warrior in him still retains its semblance of strength. The wound above his lip 
pains a little as he purses his lips, in spite of his years. Even his beard, flecked with grey now, looks 
trim thanks to his good friend and barber, Antonio delli Amici.  
His last will and testament continues its promenade of gifts. To his accountant Fulvio Paziano, 
three hundred scudi; his captain-of-the-guard Bartolemmeo Mazzocco, a thousand, plus three fine 
horses from his stable; to his captain-of-the-castle and chronicler of his life Lodovico Masserotti he 
bequeathed money and some land, and cancelled his debts. The list of beneficiaries widens: his 
secretary, mathematician, financial controller, solicitor and barber all received their small share. 
One of his retainers is bequeathed two leather vests and a horse selected by his daughter. His 
adjutant, butler, purchaser, and blacksmith each received a small sum. No one is forgotten. 
Vespasiano wanted to make sure that all those people who had served him in life should benefit 
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from his generosity in death. One senses that he was a man much respected, indeed loved, by those 
retainers loyal to his memory. 
Finally, one sees him wasted by disease lying on a pillow in the presence of his family, and a 
few close friends and members of his household. It is a cold though bright February morning on the 
day that he prepares himself to die. His last will and testament is duly written out and signed by the 
Duke and his notary, Francesco Calletti. To this document is attached the ducal seal detailing the 
coat-of-arms under the sign of LIBERTAS. Everything is in order. The formal issues of inheritance 
have been completed. Sabbioneta has been made over to his daughter and her husband, the Duke of 
Stigliano. No one can take it away from them, not even the Pope. Meanwhile, a priest is requested 
to attend his bedside and deliver the last rites. 
But before he is able to do so, Vespasiano asks to see his old war horse, the descendent of the 
one his cousin Guglielmo had given to him when he was preparing to go to England all those years 
before. The horse is soon brought into the square below, and he is carried to the window of his 
bedroom above his studiolo for one last look. Such is his poor eyesight that he can barely make out 
the outlines of the horse or its saddle blanket featuring the double-headed eagle on his arms. All he 
can see is his city, Sabbioneta, its rooftops slicked with ice in the clear morning air. It seems to 
glow. It is his Samarkand, his breviary of buildings silently offering up their last prayer. He listens. 
The bell in the Church of the Incoronata tolls; he knows it is urging him to draw near. Like the 
philosopher Zeno, he awaits Niobe‘s call. His horse prances on the cobbles, eager to be back in its 
stable. But he is not ready to dismiss the animal—a journey beckons, a long journey.  
Before his blanched gaze he sees the streets of Naples and the glimmering sea of the bay 
cluttered with Roman galleys in full sail, oars splashing in the sunlight. The artefacts of a life 
tumble into the square like so many chess pieces. He begins to arrange them in his mind. He is 
trying to find the key to the doorway in the Urbino painting. Where does it lead? Is he capable of 
entering that particular darkness with dignity? He sees Spain as a pointed lance, austere in its 
conviction and proximity to death. It wants him to retreat to the high ground of the Inquisition, but 
he cannot. He knows he must advance, old soldier that he is. He knows he must traverse the uneven 
ground that lies between himself and the blazon on his arms. Liberty—it has the shape and texture 
of a velvet glove into which the hand of obligation is thrust. Vespasiano has completed his mission; 
he has broken with age-old forms of habitation and given men a vision of an ordered existence 
based upon the principles of freedom, fraternity, and the law. This is no small achievement. 
Did he, at this point, acknowledge his failures? We shall never know. Such was the strength of 
his character that one can imagine he might have had the courage to embrace his flaws. The art of 
humanitas was always to confront death as being no more than a release from the impressions of 
sense. To falter on the road, while the body still persevered, was to shame the soul. Like the 
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legendary Alexander, he knew that his death would be little different to that of his stable boy. A 
child of classicism, he would have conjured the names of his heroes as his fading eyesight 
wandered over the rooftops. Plato, Epictetus, Cicero, Marcus Aurelius, Lucretius even Boethius 
came to mind. He recalled the remark of Leonardo da Vinci as appropriate to his life‘s obsession: 
―If you want to know a thing well … observe the type of grace that is peculiar to it.‖ Sabbioneta‘s 
grace lay in the lineaments of his mind; of this much he was certain. 
Vespasiano summoned up enough strength to make one more request. He asked for the Order of 
the Golden Fleece to be brought to him and placed around his neck. According to Malacarne, he 
insisted that it was to be buried along with him as his viaticum for eternal life. Against the protests 
of his son-in-law, who reminded him that the order must be returned to Spain on his death in 
accordance with its statutes, it was duly brought to him. Isabella made sure that his last wish was 
granted. Ever the hidalgo, Vespasiano wanted to make his final journey under the aegis of his old 
friend, King Philip of Spain.  
He died at nine pm on February 26, 1591 and was buried a week later. The diarist Nicolo De‘ 
Dondi recorded the ceremony: ―On Monday 4th March 1591 in Sabbioneta, after the Ave Maria was 
performed, the Excellent Signor Duke of the said Sabbioneta was laid to rest in the presence of 
many, after his coffin had been borne there by certain principal gentlemen of the city, who laid his 
remains in a tomb in the Church of the Incoronata.‖267 A guard of honour stood outside under the 
command of Luigi Carrafa and his captain-at-arms. Snow lay on the streets, muffling the hooves of 
the horses. Many of those standing outside in the square were in tears. Vespasiano Gonzaga, Duke 
of Sabbioneta and Grandee of Navarre, had finally been laid to rest. These were his supreme 
acquisitions, along with the city of his dreams. 
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SQUARING THE CIRCLE 
        
 
 
So my journey ends. I had accompanied a most extraordinary man into the heartland of his age. 
Unique as they are, the remarkable achievements of this period in Italian history are perfectly 
embodied in the life of Vespasiano Gonzaga. He stood for his time as few before him have done. 
Soldier, scholar, poet, aesthete, administrator, architect, antiquarian, bibliophile, military strategist 
and traveller—his restless intellect was ever at the mercy of the troubled events of his time. An 
advisor to kings, they recognized the wisdom of his council. At no time was he ever deposed, 
personally attacked, or made the object of court intrigue.  
There was something in his character that protected him from demonstrations of jealousy or 
malice on the part of his contemporaries. Scholars respected his opinions, as did philosophers. Poets 
enjoyed exchanging poems with him. Invariably he presented an image to the world that was in the 
best tradition of the Roman praetor. Vespasiano saw himself as a Stoic, restrained in his dealings, 
but always fair in his judgment. The expression of emotion was less important to him than due 
diligence to the rightness of things. The way a man presented himself to the world he considered a 
manifestation of probity. Appearance was all. 
There was nothing superficial about his character. He was serious-minded, studious, and capable 
of long bouts of concentration, especially when dealing with the complex issues of architectural 
design. He was original in his thinking, respectful of tradition, yet not adverse to public display. 
Though he saw few productions in his theatre, one can safely assume that its existence would have 
paved the way for a resurgence in theatrical presentation had he lived. Clothes he appreciated so 
long as they enhanced his public persona, otherwise he was content to wear apparel in keeping with 
his Stoic ideas of simplicity. One never hears of him spending many hours at table or drinking to 
excess. Sexual license was not a part of his makeup. This was a man true to his essential nature. He 
would have agreed with Marcus Aurelius that his primary task was to keep himself ―good‖ and not 
excite passion within himself.
268
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It is important to visualize this man, since he reflects an obscure specimen of being whose virtual 
extinction is cause for regret. Our age has little interest in the idea of the uomo universale as an 
existential model, for he represents the very antithesis of the specialist that has become the 
preferred type today. To be knowledgeable, well versed in the classics, appreciative of art and 
sculpture, to enjoy theatre, fine music, public pageants and philosophic discourse, to be averse to 
brutality and cruelty but nonetheless welcome a call to arms should the need arise, to have courage 
in the face of death and compassion for the weak, to be respectful and friendly with one‘s fellows 
and enjoy the company of women as one‘s equal, never to walk away from responsibilities nor 
dishonour one‘s obligations, never to seek after honours or amass too much wealth, to smile on 
adversity and refuse to accept defeat, to cultivate a disposition that affects positively all those 
whose company one seeks, to be true and upright, sagacious and humble, tireless and energetic, to 
feel each day a renewed sense of exhilaration towards the privilege and wonder of life, to be aware 
of one‘s relationship with nature and the creatures that share the same earth, to be conscious of its 
fragility and the custodial role with which one is burdened, to be open to the nuance of the spirit 
and how it imposes its miracle upon the world—these are some of the requirements of the Universal 
Man as Vespasiano understood it. Though he may not have lived up to all its tenets, he was more 
than conscious of where he might have failed. Fortunately, a portrait has come down to us from a 
contemporary of Vespasiano that gives us further insight into his struggle to realize this new 
universal type: 
He possessed an ardent personality, with an upright stature, a clear complexion and blue eyes. He was 
always attentive when someone was speaking. Slightly built yet graceful, he exercised assiduously 
and so did not suffer the fatigues of battle. He rarely complained of the heat or excessive cold. Even 
on the coldest days he would never stoop to wear a fur coat. By nature abstemious and dignified, he 
spoke with a full and strong voice, extolling his ideas without fear or favour. Indeed he often 
expressed his thoughts with humility. Prominent men such as Emperor Charles V were eager to hear 
his opinion, especially on military matters. Possessing an excellent memory, he was able to express 
himself well whenever he put pen to paper. Writers and scholars enjoyed his company as much as did 
army officers. In religion he was fervent, towards the law respectful. He dispensed justice impartially 
and with fairness. He was a man of great valor worthy of a biography like that of Caesar, if only a 
Cicero might be found to do him justice … Vespasiano Gonzaga was a man content to eat along with 
his soldiers, dress unobtrusively, who took little sleep. The tone of his voice was clear: even in anger 
… he never said what he might later regret; he entertained no mean thoughts.269 
This is how his contemporary Alexandro Lisca described Vespasiano Gonzaga in the year after his 
death. It is a remarkable portrait, even if it is a trifle heroic. For all his faults, he was deeply 
committed to performing one action only, whether he was doing something rightly or wrongly, 
―like a good man or a bad one.‖270 His entire being was moving towards what the Greeks called 
eudemonia—the attainment of ―a good god within‖—when he died. Such a state is often known as 
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happiness. It is the realization of an intrinsic and unwavering sense of nobility, a sustained stillness 
within, which in turn manifests itself by way of what Leonardo da Vinci spoke of as a ―fixated 
grace.‖ An uomo universale such as Vespasiano was similar in character to the way Pico di 
Mirandola saw himself; that is, as someone who, endowed with an angel, is content to withdraw 
into the ―centre of his oneness‖ and so transform his nature. In large part, Vespasiano succeeded in 
this task. 
Now we know what lies behind that door at the centre of the Urbino painting—it is the ideal city 
streetscape turned inward, the towers and loggias of a more thoughtful and subjective view of what 
lies inside us all. Piero and his contemporaries were struggling to find a means of expressing this 
larger inheritance, which turned out to be the entire history of consciousness itself. The Renaissance 
was about celebrating our best instinct towards realizing the full possibility of being. Into this 
chamber Vespasiano Gonzaga strode one day, preparing to make it a reality.  
Sabbioneta became the ground plan and structure of a magnificent experiment—to build a more 
humane environment to realize such a potentiality. He, above all men, understood the vision that 
Piero, Leonardo, Alberti and Giorgio, as well as other dreamers of their time, wanted to make their 
own—a city, an ideal city in which the heart and soul might find repose in an environment of 
salubrity, both physical and spiritual. We can be grateful that such visionaries continue to exist, and 
that their kind occasionally rise up amid the debris of contemporary events to cast their light upon 
us all. 
Vespasiano‘s ideal city was a product both of the great movement of ideas of his time, and his 
illness. It is hard to separate the two. On the one hand we sense that the streets of Sabbioneta 
received their imprimatur from men like Ficino, Pico della Mirandola, Plato, even Pythagoras; on 
the other, its elegant grid layout suggests an attempt to overcome  a lifetime of suffering. At no 
stage during its development was his city segregated from the debilitating effects of syphilis. To say 
that it is a ―syphilitic‖ city is to suggest that it is the outcome of a terminal disease. This would be to 
simplify—and reduce—the city to that of a pathological entity. It was never so. But one has to 
accept that Vespasiano created Sabbioneta in spite of his illness. Syphilis was considered a disease 
of ―infinite melancholy,‖ and though Vespasiano never overtly displayed such behaviour, one 
always senses that sadness lay just below the surface of his temperament. There is an emptiness 
about Sabbioneta even today. The city bears Vespasiano‘s unresolved conflict in its every stone. 
Can we begin to identify with a man‘s desire to project his broken consciousness onto a city? I 
think we can. Vespasiano‘s timely vision changed the way men would live from henceforth. Paris, 
New York, Washington, Baden, Brasilia, Turin, Koepang in old West Timor and Canberra in 
Australia—all these planned cities owe their existence to his impetus. The future of the city lay in 
the hands of the urban planner, the visionary, not the unthinking agglomeration of history or 
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circumstance. The way we live today was removed from the accident of fate and firmly placed in 
the hands of the rational intellect. The beauty of a streetscape became a manifestation of a synthesis 
between form, proportion, measure, and appropriate placement. Civitas from now on would be a 
reflection of the mind‘s attempt to project ratio onto landscape, rather than simply allow landscape 
to determine how men might conduct their lives. Geo-metry, not geomancy, became the order of the 
day. 
     Vespasiano brought to his city a unique perspective. We shall never know at what point he 
dispensed with everyday reality in his decision to create a Città ideale. But one fact we do know is 
that, at some critical moment, he decided to invest all his love, meditation, and obedience to his 
finest thoughts in it, so as to realize a work that reflected the most intimate part of his existence, and 
yet was distinct from himself. He became, as it were, the Great Shaper whose enemy was 
similitudes as he began to organize the artefacts of inequality that surrounded him.  
For the Duke, the greatest liberty was borne of the greatest rigour. He had managed to fabricate 
an abstraction, concerning himself solely with clear and definite conditions. In doing so, intelligible 
and changing space was substituted for primitive space. He had finally created a transfixed edifice, 
incessantly renewed and reconstructed within itself, and entirely dedicated to the transformations of 
his soul. This was Sabbioneta: an act of architectural beauty, a necessity, yet determinedly 
tyrannical in the way it absorbed the whole of his life. 
We who visit it today know that this is no ordinary provincial Italian city. The design and layout 
of the city invokes an aura that supersedes antiquity, suggesting the emergence of a new kind of 
civic space. In Piazza del Castello, Minerva imparts her calm grace; under the Galleria Grande‘s 
arches, shadows become intimations of aqueducts. One is somehow conscious of walking along 
thoroughfares of Vespasiano‘s mind in these streets. He is there, silent and aloof, contemplating 
each perturbation arising from its stones. So too is Giulia, Diana, Anna, Isabella and Luigi. Only 
now can one begin to comprehend the magnitude of his achievement. He has dreamed a city, built 
it, and made his flaws conterminous with its beauty. Sabbioneta, perfect city that it is, is a 
monument to what men aspire to even as they struggle to overcome the sycophancy of their 
passions. 
Today, Sabbioneta stands amid fields, a monument to a past glory. We do not build ideal cities 
any longer. We do not even believe that a city offers us much more than an economic environment 
in which to live. In Vespasiano‘s time, the prospect of constructing a perfect place where men‘s 
aspirations might be fully realized seemed to be an attainable ideal (i.e. Thomas More‘s Utopia), 
even if such a state might come to represent enclosure and stasis and yet another form of despotism.  
We are more circumspect in our expectations as to what a city might offer in terms of fulfilling 
our moral and spiritual needs. But for the Duke and many of his contemporaries, the utopian state 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
190 
provided a real alternative to feudalism and the reign of provincial despots. In addition, the rise of 
the Protestant church to the north signalled the decline of the papacy as a sovereign entity in the 
centuries following. By constructing Sabbioneta, Vespasiano wanted to believe that he was in 
control of his universe. He, along with men like Alberti and others, believed that the way the earth 
might be arranged and buildings composed could actually make a difference. A man could indeed 
construct his world. By his own actions he could sanctify his presence on earth. 
To enter the Church of the Incoronata today and see Vespasiano‘s statue above his tomb is to 
recognize at once how this universal man dreamt of enclosing himself in all the formal elegance of 
architecture. Vespasiano is presiding over his own deification. He is colluding with the gods in an 
act of reification too, of turning himself into an object that might be worshipped. Varro had taught 
him, as he had taught many Romans, to feel at home in his own city.
271
 Sabbioneta was to be a free-
standing community possessing all the attributes of a miniature Rome. From henceforth, a man 
must live within the domain of freedom while honouring the right of all citizens to be protected by 
the law. Like Marselius of Padua, he acknowledged the conception of the communitas fidelium as 
the model for the future. This was Vespasiano‘s dream. He had founded a republic of the mind 
where measurement was seen as its true meaning and depth. Absolute place held no significance 
any more other than as a vantage point for a solitary soul to create its personal zenith and centre.  
The problem of space was no longer an issue of cosmology or natural philosophy, but one of 
ethics. Accordingly, the elevation of the self in relation to the cosmos was now complete—a mind 
was to be measured by the world that it conceived. In Ficino‘s words: ―I fill and penetrate and 
contain heaven and earth,‖ thus claiming divinity to be an attribute of the human soul. 272 
Vespasiano made this premise his own, seeking as he did so to affirm this new relationship between 
―subject‖ and ―object.‖ He and his city were now one; together they had made it possible for future 
generations to regard the city as something introspective rather than the sum of time-honoured and 
customary activities.  
I felt I knew the man at last. His sombre expression and outstretched arm rendered me amenable 
to his gaze. I was looking at a man who had sought to explicate himself and his nature from the 
passage of time. That he failed bears no relation to the scale of his achievement. His redemption, so 
to speak—his rising up towards divinity—was the result of an attempt to include the universal 
ascension of all things. These ―things‖ were manifested in the construction of Sabbioneta. It was no 
ordinary city but the embodiment of the concept and principle of the point. The point alone was the 
basis for the continuously repeated movement that creates the line, the surface, as well as the entire 
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world of extension. Space and time became frozen within the unfolding infinity of the temporal. 
Vespasiano found himself at the heart of this philosophic paradigm—to create a mind that was not 
so much in time, as time was in it. He had learnt how to deal with the repercussions of his faults and 
his failings by demonstrating his commitment to freedom as a vessel for all that he wished to attain. 
Finally, we are able to close that door in the Urbino painting. It no longer represents a mystery. 
Behind that portal lay a simple credo—take the world as it is and transform it into something that 
sustains a transcendent idea. Piero‘s obsession with mathematics and perspective had been realized; 
his longing to shape and order space had found a fitting exponent in Vespasiano Gonzaga. The 
world became a more magical place as a result of their computations, their valuations, and their 
desire to refine man‘s relationship to matter. The street, the house, the piazza and palace—these are 
no longer crude objects fashioned from filiations between stone and mortar, but the steady 
accumulation of spirit in the streetscapes of the mind. Vespasiano alone transformed their dream 
into reality. 
In the end we are left with the Duke‘s dying words, unverified but entirely possible: ―Oro sono 
guarito‖ [―now I am cured‖].273 They perhaps sum up more than most how this man attempted to 
escape his lifelong illness. Whether this illness was syphilis as we now know, or a troubled 
encounter with himself and the misfortunes of his life, or his obsession with his ideal city, such 
opinions will remain forever in the realm of conjecture. Like Icarus, the son of the builder 
Daedalus, Vespasiano Gonzaga may well have flown too near to the sun, and so fallen to his death. 
In doing so, however, he became his own hero.  
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THE LEGACY 
 
 
 
Some men begin their journey into the byways of history through a supreme act of defiance. At 
the time, they do not know where it might lead. Some betray themselves through their past actions; 
others turn the tables on themselves and so radiate forth from their age. Some men do both. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga is such a man. His achievement is extraordinary, even as his life suggests a 
troubled being. From our vantage point, however, it is wise not to judge him too harshly. The 
motives for his actions are little more than the tag-ends to historical inquiry, given that we know 
relatively little about his personal life other than when tragedy struck. That he was proud, stoical, 
determined, loyal and given to grandiloquence—these qualities alone suggest a complex man, a 
lonely man, and a man who found it difficult to convey his emotions, except in a formulaic way. He 
lived much of his life behind the veil of discrete silence, the silence of noblesse that, while a virtue, 
often became a curse. His class determined his actions, just as his imagination sought to release him 
from his constraints. 
Vespasiano was not like other condottieri such as Luciano Visconti, Bartolomeo Collione, or the 
legendary Federico da Montefeltro of Urbino. These men were adept at self-aggrandizement as 
being purely a reflection of their class. They built castles and palaces, of course, and revelled in the 
pageantry of the moment. They moved easily across their times, secure in the knowledge that their 
services were of value to the fragmented politics of the age. And so they were honoured and 
applauded. They saw themselves as bastions of privilege at a time when the strength of a man‘s 
personality was proportionate to his place within Italian society. Such men bestrode their time, and 
gave it its unique flavour.  
In contrast, though privilege he indeed possessed, and honore, Vespasiano Gonzaga never quite 
stamped his mark upon sixteenth-century society as others had done. At least, not in the way they 
were able to do. One senses a man who sought out notoriety by way of obscure wars in foreign 
lands at the behest of a king not of his own kind. He worked for a man in league with the 
Inquisition in Spain, while in turn brushed against the more forthright opinion of his aunt and her 
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circle whenever he returned home on leave. She in turn was secretly wedded to the Protestant cause 
in northern Europe.  
The irony is evident—Vespasiano found himself caught between two worlds for most of his life. 
He had drunk at the font of Italian humanism since his birth; yet equally he became a servant of a 
king who wanted to remove from the face of the earth that ―Protestant scourge‖ in the north of his 
kingdom, as well as the ―heretical religion‖ of Islam from his own shores.  
One wonders how Vespasiano reconciled such opposing beliefs. Discretion, I suspect, became 
the hallmark of his time in Spain. His job was to build fortresses, not to air his views on the 
Reformation or disagree with his king on matters of religious orthodoxy. Even when he took a 
Spanish lady for his second wife, it is clear that he set aside his feelings in favour of a king‘s 
command. As one commentator remarked, this quality of discretion of his, which had been so 
valuable to his royal benefactor, had finally rendered him invisible. In contrast, when dealing with 
his neighbours and rivals, he was often headstrong, self-centered, and vain.
274
 
He turned to a more practical alternative to exercise his genius, however, and became a 
gentleman architect and town planner. While this may sound as if he were a dilettante, this is not so. 
He took seriously the task of building his ideal city of Sabbioneta. It was not simply an exercise in 
construction and engineering; rather, it was an attempt to bring order into his life. In truth, no one 
before him had taken a discarded piece of land and an old hunting rocca with the sole intention of 
transforming these into a humanist enclave. This was his genius. What was going on in Italy 
generally—the enormous surge of creativity and intellectual renewal of that age—he wanted to 
compress into the streets of his miniature city.  
Nonetheless, there was something about his character that did not sit easily with the fluidity and 
extravagance of the humanist movement. Instead, he wanted to replicate every aspect of it in 
Sabbioneta as a way of authenticating his own contribution to the great issues of the day, rather than 
accept them for what they were. Whether it was a need to control, or rather to replicate, an entire 
philosophy of life, we shall never know. As a true uomo universale, however, Vespasiano Gonzaga 
wanted it all. 
Inspired by his work with the Duke in designing Sabbioneta, Vincenzo Scamozzi went on to 
create another ideal city north of Venice. It is known as Palmanova, a circular fortress city founded 
in 1593, a few years after Vespasiano‘s death. Built in the shape of a nine-pointed star, its pristine 
design and ordered space nonetheless were not a success.
275
 No one would take up residence there 
on its completion, so the Venetian Republic was forced to pardon criminals and insist that they 
                                                 
274 James Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. (London: Bibliotheque McLean, 2009). 
275 One wonders whether Scamozzi insisted on a nine-pointed star plan to exceed that of Filarete‘s eight-pointed star city of 
Sforzinda, designed, but never constructed, in the mid-fifteenth century. Or perhaps it was to invoke the nine muses in Greek 
mythology: Calliope (epic poetry), Clio (history), Erato (erotic poetry), Euterpe (lyric poetry), Melpomene (tragedy), Polyhymnia 
(song), Terpsichore (dance), Thalia (comedy) and Urania (astronomy). 
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make their home within its walls. The city remains all but lifeless to this day, and is only frequented 
by Renaissance scholars and bored soldiers who are still posted there to guard the frontier. Thus 
ended the experiment with ideal cities in Italy. While they looked interesting on paper, they lacked 
one vital ingredient—life. Unfortunately, humanist theorists had also removed an essential 
ingredient from their template for civic existence—a sense of chaos. Even Vespasiano must have 
secretly known this might one day happen to his beloved Sabbioneta. And it did. Within a few years 
of his death, his daughter and son-in-law had quit the city for another, more natural setting near 
Milan. 
What remains is a monument to his obsession. Sabbioneta is not an uninteresting town to visit. 
While it lacks the disordered feeling typical of Italian cities and towns, it does suggest a simple 
grandeur, with a measure of pomp also. Though history has passed it by as an important intellectual 
or artistic centre, Sabbioneta remains an interesting tributary of late Renaissance thought. People 
like Leonardo da Vinci and Francesco di Giorgio all wanted to see an Italy that might finally evolve 
into something that was more than the sum of its parts. Urban life needed to invoke a new 
dimension that harked back to a classical Golden Age. The complicated politics of a post-medieval 
society continued to be played out through internecine wars, family feuds, a church in moral decay, 
and the rise of a new mercantile class in cities such as Florence, Pisa, and Venice.  
These men were the new rulers of Italy, not its outmoded dynastic families struggling to 
maintain their parochial dominance. If the truth be known Vespasiano Gonzaga became a quixotic 
figure in his later years. The illusion of representing the new order as a man dedicated to liberty was 
just that—an illusion. He remained, in the end, a prisoner of his class, little more than a wearer of 
regal medallions and honorifics, when the real worth by which a man might be judged lay 
elsewhere, in the counting houses of the Medici family and others. His money was acquired by 
keeping the peace for kings; theirs, by financing the geo-political ambitions of those same kings, as 
well as city-states like Venice, in their battle for commercial dominance, highlighted, as we know, by 
Shakespeare in his The Merchant of Venice. Even as he returned from his postings in Spain, 
Vespasiano must have known that the balance of power was shifting further westward to the 
continents of the New World. 
But there is another side to Vespasiano‘s legacy, one that he could never foresee. It came in the 
guise of a dinner that he attended in the provincial city of Casale di Monteferrato one winter‘s eve 
in 1567 shortly after the death of his second wife, Anna of Aragon. He was the guest of honour at 
that dinner, along with his cousin Ercole Visconte. Vespasiano had been sent to Casale to keep the 
peace by his uncle, Guglielmo Gonzaga, Duke of Mantua, against a threatened uprising. He 
remained there for nearly eighteen months. The city became a protector of troubadour poets during 
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the Albigensian Crusades of the thirteenth century, so its support for wit and words made it a 
perfect place for such a dinner.  
The guests assembled at the house of Caterina Sacce del Ponte, in the company of one Stefano 
Guazzo (1531–93), the leading light of a modest literary academy, known as the Accademia degli 
Illustrati, who had often worked for the Gonzaga dukes of Mantua—and also, at one stage, for 
Vespasiano. In his retirement some years later, Guazzo recorded the conversations that occurred at 
that dinner in four books entitled La Civil conversatione, at the urging of Vespasiano himself. The 
purpose was to demonstrate that ―… civil conversation is an honest, commendable, and virtuous 
kinde of living in the world.‖276  
It was a book that was to have a profound effect upon the intellectual and ruling classes, not only 
in Italy but throughout Europe. In many respects, the book proved to be more significant than 
Castiglione‘s Courtier as a manual of gentlemanly behaviour at a time when various countries and 
their elites were still emerging from medieval barbarism.
277
 Not only did it set the ground rules for 
―civilized conversation,‖ but Guazzo‘s talent for collecting Italian proverbs also proved to be 
invaluable to those English writers and poets constructing the new language of Elizabethan 
England, men such as Sir Philip Sidney and Robert Dudley. Herbert Spenser exploited many of 
these proverbs in the creation of his Faerie Queen. So too did Francis Bacon, who drew upon others 
when writing his The Advancement of Learning. George Herbert selected 50-odd proverbs for his 
Witts Recreations. We read such gems as ―He is rich enough that wants nothing‖ or ―All is not gold 
that glisters‖ or ―Empty vessels sound most‖ throughout his book.  
Such proverbs, which we assumed were quintessentially English, are in fact derived from 
Guazzo‘s pioneering work in court manners, as well as other Italian authors.278 The love of all 
things Italian in London at the time is further evidenced by how many Englishmen regarded Italian 
as almost their mother tongue. We find John Florio, an Italian by upbringing (though born in 
England), lauding Italian in his collection of proverbs, Giardino di Ricrecatione, dedicated to Sir 
Edward Dyer, with these words: ―For elegance, copiousness, clarity and beauty it is so far above all 
languages ….‖279 Shakespeare himself used a proverb from the moralist Francesco Guicciardini, via 
James Sanford‘s work, in his Love‘s Labour‘s Lost.280 
In Book IV, which is pertinent to our story, we meet Vespasiano Gonzaga, the guest of honour at 
that dinner in an elegant townhouse in Casale. For the first time he emerges from history as a 
person. He enters the room, and later the sensibilities of English authors, in a way that very much 
                                                 
276 Stefano Guazzo, La Civile conversatione. Edit. by Sir Edward Sullivan. (London and New York: Bart, 1925). The fourth book 
was originally published in 1586, five years after the first three books. 
277 John Leon Lievsay, Stefano Guazzo and the English Renaissance. (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1961). 
278 Ibid. 
279 Francis Yates, John Florio, the Life of an Italian in Shakespeare‘s England. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1934). 
280 Cf. ―Venetia chi non ti vede, non ti prese‖ to Shakespeare‘s ―Venice, he dothe not see thee, doth not esteeme thee.‖ 
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strikes us as the man we have come to know. Reserved, conscious of his position of authority, little 
given to wit or small talk, possibly still in mourning at the recent death of his wife, he seems 
reluctant to impose his august presence upon the gathering. Yet at the same time he knows all are 
listening to what he might have to say. His entrance into the dining room is not so much theatrical 
as it is determined—he wants to make an impression by trying not to make one. Here is how 
Guazzo observed his appearance: 
[W]hereupon, at the sight of Lord Vespasion, all the companions rising up, and offering him the place, 
he commanded them to sit downe againe, which done, they all kepte such silence for a good space, 
that they gave Lord Vespasian occasion to saie, that he was fallen into such a companie, that would 
have passed the time in such manner of devising, and discourses, but now perceived himselfe to be in 
a rather solitarie and silent place. 
At which wordes, one looking upon another, and everie one holding his peace, he rose up to depart, 
and with a courteous conge [gesture of togetherness], take his leave of the Lordes and Ladies …. 
                                                                                (Tr. Sir Edward Sullivan) 
 
An attempt at wit, perhaps? Clearly he wanted the guests to begin their discussion in a lively 
manner, not just sit there in respectful silence. A gentlemanly gesture on his part, surely. And yet 
there is a certain stiffness among the guests, as if they do not wish to offend the good lord. He, in 
turn, tries to put them at their ease: 
Imagine that all my titles are left at home, and that among you here, Seignor Vespasian is but a private 
man, like anie other. And therefore let us make a triall, to whose Lot it shall befall to beare the swaie 
and Principalitie among us, and so will that everie one should cast Lots. And taking up [a copy] of 
Petrarq, which lay upon the table, he devised that everie one should choose a verse of the first Sonnet, 
which in opening of the Booke, should appear to him on the right side thereof, and that he or she, to 
whom anie one verse of that Sonnet, more properly touching regiment or seignorie, then anie one 
might befall, should by general consent created King or Queen [of the revels]. 
 
 
Thus begins an evening of rather contrived intellectual conviviality among the ten guests at table, 
washed down as it was by copious cups of wine, good food and much light-hearted banter. But all is 
not as it seems. Vespasiano had earlier been called into Casale as an enforcer of his relative Duke 
Guglielmo Gonzaga‘s claims upon the region, in spite of it being a self-governing protectorate of the 
Holy Roman Empire. The dinner party was thus an attempt by the leading citizens of Casale to enlist 
Vespasiano‘s sympathy; hence the rather embarrassed silence that greets him on his arrival at table, 
as well as his remarks to the effect that perhaps he should leave at once!
281
 But at least he had the 
good grace to ―leave his titles at home‖ in a bid to ameliorate the situation caused by his presence as 
an enforcer of feudal claims. 
Such a dinner would have been common among the best families in Italy at that time. For this one 
to be recorded says much about the remarkable coincidence of a minor literary luminary attending a 
dinner with a visiting dignitary such as Vespasiano Gonzaga. Between them, they paved the way for 
                                                 
281 James Madge, ―Vespasiano Gonzaga and Shakespeare‘s Imagined Italy,‖ (London: Temenos Review 4, Spring 2001). 
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the creation of a ground-breaking document known as La Civile conversatione. None of those 
attending the dinner would have ever imagined that their discussion, and that of Vespasiano in 
particular,
282
 would one day find its way into the work of William Shakespeare—in his Hamlet—
after he read Gauzzo‘s work.283 The stage was now set for Vespasiano to become the inadvertent 
alter ego of Hamlet himself. Many of his thoughts and opinions about love, cosmetics, and the 
national characteristics of both the Italians and the Germans, which he aired at that dinner, 
eventually came to reside in the speeches made by Hamlet.
284
  
Shakespeare understood Italian, and there is some likelihood that he visited the country. 
Certainly, there is a strong argument that the setting for A Midsummer‘s Night Dream was 
Sabbioneta, given that Shakespeare mentions the city and its locale by the name of ―Athens, as well 
as laying down other clues.‖285 Moreover, Conversation contains information on Italian topography 
and ways of behaviour that informed many of his plays.
286
 
It is well to look at some of the remarks attributed to him by Guazzo, and those that appear in the 
speeches by Hamlet. There is a striking similarity between Vespasiano‘s sentiments and those of 
Shakespeare‘s character. This leads us to speculate whether the playwright saw in the person of 
Vespasiano, even though they never met, a fitting case study for the complexities that he wished to 
convey. If Hamlet represents the internal conflicts of an ―early modern‖ man, as Madge suggests, it 
would imply that Vespasiano Gonzaga embodied many of the characteristics of such a person. In 
other words, Vespasiano may well have become the prototype for a character like Hamlet.
287
 No one 
is saying that the Duke, as such, is Hamletan. What is suggested, however, is that Shakespeare was 
familiar with Civile conversatione, and actively drew upon the book in the creation of his play.
288
 
                                                 
282 It was Vespasiano himself who suggested to Stefano Guazzo that he record the event when the dinner was over. ―You ought to 
preserve the remembrance of what we said; add with your maestria [craft] the necessary ornaments,‖ he remarked to Guazzo, and 
thus raise ―a temple to the art of conversation.‖ See J. J. Jusserand, The School for Ambassadors. (New York: Putnam, 1925). 
283 Shakespeare‘s use of the proverb ―It is an easy matter to find a staff to beat a dog‖ in Henry VI, is detailed thus: ―The ancient 
proverb will be well effected: ‗A staff is quick found to beat a dog‘.‖ 
284 See Kenneth Muir, Shakespeare‘s Sources. (London: Methuan, 1957).  Where he says ―the attack on cosmetics in Hamlet 
resembles a passage in Guazzo‘s Civil Conversation (Book II).‖ And also Harold Jenkins, the editor of the Arden Shakespeare: 
Hamlet, (London: Methuen, 1982), where he observes the same parallel between Hamlet III i 144 and Guazzo ii 13: ―A woman 
taking away and changing the colour and complexion, which God hath given her taketh unto her that which belongs to a harlot.‖ 
Shakespeare wrote: ―… the power of beauty will sooner transform honesty from what it is to a bawd than the force of honesty can 
translate beauty into likeness.‖ 
285 Richard Roe, The Shakespeare Guide to Italy. (London: HarperCollins, 2012), (Ch. 8). Roe argues that the ―Old Oak‖ mentioned 
in Midsummer‘s is the Porta della Vittoria, or La Quercia del Duca, one of the two gateways leading out of Sabbioneta into a field of 
oaks in Vespasiano‘s time. This name translates as the ―oak of the duke.‖ At the end of Act IV, Sc. I, a temple is also mentioned with 
a capitalized ―T.‖ Roe maintains this name alludes to the Church of Incoronata or ―Crowned Virgin,‖ which was known as ―The 
Temple‖ in the seventeenth century and beyond. As there were no dukes in Greece, but many in Italy, during the sixteenth century, 
Roe concludes that Shakespeare did indeed visit Sabbioneta, as he must have Mantova less than 40 km away, and set his ―Athenian‖ 
play there, not in Athens itself. It is a dream play, after all, with little bearing on reality. 
286 D‘Alessandro & J. M. Ellis, ―Guazzo and Shakespeare: Perspectives of a Problem,‖ Rivista di Letturature Moderne a Comparate 
XXXI (2) (June 1978). 
287 Ibid., 147; Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. 
288 It should not be forgotten in this respect that Shakespeare chose to name his play-within-a-play in Act III, sc ii, which takes place 
in the ―House of Gonzago.‖ Though the murder related in this mini-play occurs in ―Vienna‖—which we now know to be a 
mispronunciation of ―Guyana,‖ according to Noemi Magri (See, Such Fruits Out of Italy, 277–81), which in fact is also a mis-
paleographical writing of the word ―Venice,‖ where the actual historical events pertaining to the murder occurred—one senses that 
Shakespeare is merely covering his tracks, as well as alluding to the evening in Casale, which was a Gonzaga stronghold. He wants 
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Indeed, it has been suggested that the book Hamlet was reading in Act II, ii, was the Conversation, 
so close are some of the remarks made by Hamlet to those found in Guazzo.
289
 The similarities 
between the two texts are thus too striking to dismiss. 
In Book III of Pettie‘s translation of Conversation, although not pertaining to the dinner that 
Vespasiano attended, but nonetheless directly relating to a Shakespeare crib in Hamlet, Guazzo 
writes: 
But I wil say unto you, that many olde folke complaine without cause, that their age is smally 
regarded or reverenced, and persuade themselves, for that they have a whyte beard, for that they are 
bald, bleareyed, toothless, crooked, trembling and sikly … and many of them see how void they are of 
understanding, virtue, and wisedom; yet now and then we see some olde doating fooles, who 
notwithstanding they feele their legges feeble and trembling under them, and see in their glasse their 
whyte hairs which exhorte them to change their life, and manners … advising olde men to suffer their 
minde‘ to wax olde together with their bodie … and then they arrive to their end, not to seek to turne 
back ….290 
(Tr. G. Pettie, 1581) 
To which Shakespeare responds in his own inimitable style: 
Slander sir; for the satirical rogue says here that old men have grey beards; that their faces are 
wrinkled, their eyes purging thick amber and plum gum, and that they have plentiful lack of wit, 
together with most weak hams—all which, sir, though I most powerfully and potently believe, yet I 
hold it not honest to have it thus set down for yourself, sir, shall grow old as I am if, like a crab, you 
could go backward.
291
 
In another metaphor in Book IV, Vespasiano introduces a remark about heat and cold similar to 
many of those that Shakespeare used in his writing. When Vespasiano says: ―but if she doth not 
behold his teares, it is no great wonder, because in issuing forth with the cold of her crueltie she 
doth conjeale them, and so stop them from their natural course and passage, or while they are 
powred forth, with the burning light and motion of her eies, she doth so drie them up, that they 
cannot distill and trickle down‖ (Guazzo 1589, 182), we hear a similar sentiment echoed by 
Shakespeare in the following passage from Hamlet: ―Oh heat, dry up my brains! Tears seven times 
salt/ Burn out the sense and virtue of mine eye‖ (IV.ii. 153).  
When it comes to the subject of sleep, Vespasiano is clear about its effect upon such a 
melancholic temperament as his own: ―… if lovers sleep but a little, it is no mervail, because 
besides that they are in continuall vigils and troublesome thoughts (of the which they say, that the 
night is the nourse [nurse] and mother) they take but small refection, a thing most natural for 
sustainance of life: and whosoever absteines from meat, refraines most commonly from sleepe‖ 
                                                                                                                                                                  
us to know that this is a Gonzaga story, not a ―Gonzago‖ one. The historical murderer was Luigi Gonzaga of Castel Goffredo, once 
in the employ of his victim, Francesco Della Rovere (1490–1538), then the Supreme Commander of the Venetian Republic and 
Vatican armies. He murdered Francesco by ordering Luigi‘s barber to pour poison into his ear while attempting to cure an infection! 
Shakespeare used these events to devise his mini-play, while at the same time allude to actual historical events. 
289 D‘Alessandro & Ellis ―Guazzo and Shakespeare.‖ 
290 Ibid.. 
291 Hamlet II.ii. 
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(Guazzo 1589). Contrast this observation with that of Shakespeare: 
 
And he, repulsed,—a short tale to make, 
Fell into a sadness; then into a fast; 
Thence to a watch; thence into a weakness.
292
 
 
Sleep, too, is a proverbial solace, according to Vespasiano: 
The high Almaine drinkes out his sorrow. The Frenchman singes his out. The Spaniard consumes his 
in lamentations. And the Italian sleeps his out. Truly, added Lord Vespasian, I finde that sleepe is a 
great lightening and of sorrowfull thoughts, and therefore by great reason, and good consideration, it is 
called cosin [cousin] German to Death, because it doth so neere participate with hir [her] qualities and 
natural effects.  
(Guazzo 1589). 
  
Which finds its echo in Hamlet‘s remark: 
To die—to sleep 
No more; and by a sleep to say we end 
The heartache, and the thousand natural shocks 
That flesh is heir to.
293
 
 
Guazzo‘s recollections of Vespasiano and the remarks he made should also be read in the context of 
his life. We are reminded of events from his past through the veiled remarks that he makes about 
love and the constancy of women. Knowing the extent that he went to in order to remove all 
memory of Diana of Cardona from the face of the earth, we are nonetheless reminded of her 
disappearance in what he says in response to an exchange between Lord Ercole and Lady Lelia, one 
of the guests, to the effect that ―Lovers are dead in themselves, and living in others,‖ and that they 
are therefore ―free from all human qualities.‖ Lady Lelia‘s response is to suggest that she has never 
known a woman ―so cruell, nor so rebellious against Love, as that she killed any Lover.‖ This 
remark must have touched a raw nerve in Vespasiano, for he interjected his own view: 
Rather, Madam, the ladies would be mercyfull if they would quickly kill their Lovers; but they are 
cruell, and inhumane for this That they give them a countinuell death, and never make an end of 
killing them, for in tormenting them, they make use of a slack fyre, making that saying to prove true: 
 
―Death gives less paine than the prolonging of Death‖ [our emphasis]. 
                                                        (Tr. G. Pettie) 
 
Such a remarkable confession to make. Vespasiano, even though he is pretending to be objective, 
has opened an old wound. What exactly does he mean by ―slack fyre‖ [fuoco imperfettamente], other 
than the burning issue of his wife‘s infidelity? We know that this discovery ate away at him until he 
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could bear it no longer. ―Death gives less paine than the prolonging of Death‖ meant that he had to 
cut out the anguish that he felt. To kill his wife would finally put an end to the ―continuell death‖ 
that he experienced at that time. Indeed, the knowledge that Diana had betrayed him must have felt 
like a slow death for him.  
Nor did Vespasiano end it there. After another exchange, this time with one of the guests who 
came to the defence of Lady Lelia, who said ―… a Lover is his own Murtherer, and, contrary to 
reason, he complains of his Beloved, it being his free choice not to love her,‖ Vespasiano made his 
response:  
She who is beloved doth not kill because she is beloved; but because she does not mutually love … if 
it be in the power of one to save the life of another, and he doth not, it is all one as if he should kill 
him with his own hands. It is clear that whosoever is beloved and doth not love againe, gives you 
death; and he who loves, not being againe loved, receives it [our emphasis].
294
 
Are we not confronted by an unwitting confession on his part? In every word he utters, we sense the 
ghost of Diana lurking in the corridors of his mind. The love of his life betrays him yet again. Even 
in a moment of collective jocularity, where the dinner guests are content to exchange witticisms, we 
are drawn back into Vespasiano‘s dark past. We even sensed it on his arrival in the room—did he not 
feel that he had entered ―a solitarie and silent place?‖ His sadness, his sense of alienation from the 
happiness of others—these pervade the room. Each of the dinner guests must have known of the 
tragedy surrounding Diana‘s death through normal everyday gossip, since it had occurred only eight 
years before, but none of course could speak about it, just as Vespasiano himself could do no more 
than allude to it in the wake of his participation in a ―civil conversation‖ among colleagues and 
friends. If he had any power to enjoy his lot in life, this was certainly not the moment. 
Aside from Vespasiano‘s poetry, which for the most part is entirely formulaic and overly 
introspective, the Civile conversatione is the only time that we are able to hear his actual voice 
(although Guazzo‘s work is in part literary too). His final words on the nature of love are oddly 
discordant and yet idealistic, given the nature of the witticism that precedes it, as if he were wishing 
himself back to a time before Diana chose to betray him in the arms of another man.  
 
But let us saie now once againe … that wher ther is love, ther is faith, and where this mutual love is, 
ther all deceit and falsehoods are taken quite awaie. 
                     (Tr. G. Pettie) 
Such a remark echoes and contrasts his earlier verses when he speaks of the lover ―whose absence 
remains ever dear to him,‖ as if he has not yet disburdened himself of the memory of Diana of 
Cardona. She is a ―past happiness and present sorrow.‖. 
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Equal to the great pleasure a man might know 
Enjoying the absolute object of his desire, 
Is the anguish that a lover whose absence remains 
Forever dear to him, self-absorbed 
In a past happiness and present sorrow 
A pain certainly, devoid of hope—though 
If his mind is blessed with peace, then surely 
It is lighter than the wind, more fleeting.
295
 
 
One cannot help but recall the blight of jealousy that proved the undoing of Othello in Shakespeare‘s 
play about the Moor. Was it jealousy as in the case of Othello, or simply honore that determined 
Vespasiano‘s decision to eliminate his wife? Both Othello and Vespasiano Gonzaga have much in 
common—they were driven to their actions by malign gossip in the form of a ―loyal‖ friend and an 
―anonymous‖ letter. Shakespeare, it seemed, was fascinated by men undone by their own jealousy. 
That jealousy and murder underpin Vespasiano‘s Sabbioneta is not without its ironies.296  
Towards the end of his life, the Duke often removed himself to his country retreat—a small villa 
some miles from the city. At La Grangia (named after a rural hermitage near Seville frequented by 
his friend, Philip II) he began to fashion a new life for himself shortly before his death—a life that 
was distant from what Sabbioneta represented to him as a Vitruvian architect and dreamer. After a 
visit to Prague in 1588 to attend the investiture of Rudolf II as the King of Poland on behalf of 
Philip, where he stayed for six months, Vespasiano came in contact with a range of new ideas that 
encompassed a deal of unorthodox inquiry.  
It is no accident that men such as John Dee, the English Rosicrucian and alchemist, and Giordano 
Bruno, a Dominican friar, philosopher, mathematician and astronomer, had both sought protection 
there. The latter‘s cosmological theories went beyond the Copernican model in proposing that the 
Sun was essentially a star, and moreover, that the universe contained an infinite number of inhabited 
worlds populated by other sentient beings. Such men with their heterodox and sometimes heretical 
ideas were active in Rudolf‘s Prague. Emblemists, antiquarians, and poets (including Elizabeth Jane 
Western)
297
 found protection at his court. In addition, a number of new scientists such as Johann 
Kepler and Clusius, the botanist, mingled with alchemists and artists in the city.
298
 
Vespasiano could not have failed to be impressed by what he learned there. To say that he would 
have encountered men whose attitudes and preoccupations were similar to his own meant, of course, 
that his old classical worldview might have begun to alter in the wake of this early movement 
                                                 
295 See Appendix.  
296 In later life, Vespasiano more than once repeated Caesar‘s well-known saying that the wife of a great man must not only be 
without blame, but beyond the suspicion of blame. (See Ireneo Affo. Vita di Vespasiano Gonzaga, (Modena: Presso Filippo 
Carmignani, 1780). 
297 Her stepfather, Edward Kelley, a well-known alchemist, was employed at the court of Rudolf II, which resulted in the family 
moving to Prague. She is perhaps the first female poet to be published in English. 
298 R. F. W. Evans, Rudolph II and His World. (Oxford University Press, 1973). 
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towards the establishment of a more precise scientific perspective. It is more than likely that he paid 
a visit to Rudolf‘s Kunstkammer, or ―wonder room,‖ which was filled with all manner of scientific 
and natural curiosities.
299 It seems no accident that within two months of his return to Sabbioneta, he 
set about removing many of the busts of famous generals and emperors lining his Galleria Grande, 
replacing them with the horns of various animals and other naturalia, much of it sent from Prague.
300
  
The ideal that was Rome had begun to be transplanted by Prague as the Duke began to explore the 
new world of natural science, then in its rudimentary stage of discovery. In his county retreat he went 
on to plant a variety of fruit trees, build a system of fishponds, construct a stall for calves, and so 
surround himself with a relatively natural environment, as distinct to the one he had created in 
Sabbioneta. It was as if he wanted to build his own ―solitarie and silent place‖ in a bid to distance 
himself from the clutter and disappointments of the past. We shall never know whether this is true, of 
course, but his actions in the last two years of his life do suggest a man bent upon changing how he 
viewed the world.  
It is tempting to see Sabbioneta as less a reconstruction of his inner life, as Madge suggests, than 
as the reflection of the primary events that occurred in that life. While it is clear that Vespasiano set 
about creating his ideal city in his youthful years with a passion, culminating as it did in the Teatro 
Olimpico as a reflection of this fantasy many years later, one might ask more pertinent questions of 
Vespasiano‘s motives. In many respects he was a very practical man, a soldier. That his intellectual 
interests extended over a wide field made him not untypical of many men of his age. Sabbioneta is 
less an ideal city in the mould of della Francesca or Scamozzi, however—that is, as a representation 
of mathematical values and number symbolism—than it is a gradual evocation of the various 
obsessions that governed his life.  
Classical poetry, the story of Aeneas‘ founding of Rome, the tale of Icarus falling to earth, his 
interest in Orpheus‘ descent into the underworld (which appears in at least four scenes in the Salon 
of Aeneas), and his obvious need to augment his life with Roman statuary as a measure of his 
―reflected‖ worth—these gestures on his part offer us an interesting portrait of him as someone who 
wanted to return to a time when his military prowess might have been more fully recognized. In a 
sense, such a recognition might well have reinforced his view of himself as at least as good a soldier 
as his father, the legendary Luigi ―Rodomonte‖ Gonzaga, the father he never knew except by 
reputation. 
                                                 
299  In 1587, Gabriel Kaltemarckt advised Christian I of Saxony that three types of items were indispensable in forming a 
Kunstkammer or art collection: firstly, sculptures and paintings; secondly, "curious items from home or abroad"; and thirdly, "antlers, 
horns, claws, feathers and other things belonging to strange and curious animals." Ransacked over the centuries by numerous foreign 
kings dignitaries, some seventy pieces of art were discovered in the royal castle of Hradčany in Prague in the mid-1960s. It was said 
that Rudolf spent hours in rapt contemplation of his pictures, sculptures, natural history specimens and curios. The whole collection 
constituted a microcosm in which things from earth, sea and air (minerals, plants and animals), were displayed together with things 
made by man. 
300 James Madge, Sabbioneta: Cryptic City. 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
203 
Nonetheless, we are left with a sense that Vespasiano‘s motives are more complex than we might 
at first imagine. His restlessness, his solitary nature, and his need to affirm his identity by way of 
heraldic gesture and architectural construction—these are merely the outward signs of his character. 
We know, for example, that his son Luigi (named after his grandfather) probably died from anaemia, 
or it may have been congenital syphilis.
301
 The fact that Vespasiano identified strongly with the story 
of Icarus and his architect father Daedalus is perhaps no accident. Both fathers, by their own actions, 
were responsible for the death of their sons.  
It may be that the Duke was conscious of how his own illness, contracted at an early age, had 
come between him and those whom he loved. It is significant, too, that he became ill, at least 
publicly, shortly after he married Diana. Did his illness come between them during their marriage? 
Did she spurn his contagious body as a result? It is notable that, during the entire ten years of their 
marriage, he spent most of his time away from Sabbioneta. If there were an enduring and passionate 
love between he and Diana, would he have been so keen to leave? Speculation about the loss of a 
child during the first months of their marriage, and the fact that she was rumoured to have been 
pregnant at the time of her death, suggest that she was able to conceive, even if not by Vespasiano. 
Did he, in fact, quit the marriage bed early in their marriage for the sake of her health, or because she 
refused to remain intimate with him? We shall never know. 
What we do know is that Vespasiano Gonzaga was a keen student of Virgil, a compatriot almost, 
in that the poet was born in the village of Andes not far away from Sabbioneta, and so the story of 
Aeneas and Dido and their blighted love held a fascination for him. One commentator has pointed 
out that the eight scenes depicted in the Room of Aeneas in the Palazzo Giardino can be interpreted 
allegorically, and so as a distant echo of the events in Vespasiano‘s own life.302 These scenes in the 
frescoes can thus be found to correspond with stages in the purification of the human spirit, as 
detailed in a fifteenth-century analysis of Books I–VI by Cristoforo Landino in his Disputationes 
Camaldulenses.  
It may be that the Duke was familiar with Landino‘s interpretation, and would have approved of 
it. In addition, all the gods depicted in the Teatro Olimpico ably suggest that Rome and Sabbioneta 
were, in his mind at least, and in some way linked. We do know that he was much interested in the 
labyrinth (as depicted on the ceiling of the Gonzaga palace in Mantua, and a part of the family‘s 
coat-of-arms) – invented, as we know, by the legendary Daedalus. 
Ultimately, we must ask ourselves what contribution the Duke made to the predilections of his 
time, and to the larger canvas of cultural history. He was involved in no major historical events other 
                                                 
301 Tuberculosis is also considered a likely cause of Luigi‘s death, according to Mallegni. The boy suffered from delicate health all 
his short life. It is said that Luigi ―looked prematurely old, a ninety year-old man‖ at his death, a sure sign of syphilis. See Giancarlo 
Malacarne, Sabbioneta, Soul of a Man (Verona: Promoprint, 1994). 
302 Susanne Grotz, ―La sala di Enea ed il Mito della Città ideale,‖ in Atti del Convegno, Modena 2003. 
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than a few minor but significant battles in Italy. His work in Spain was largely at the behest of King 
Philip‘s defensive policy against the threat of the Ottoman navy along the coast, overseeing as he did 
the construction of fortifications. He made a number of diplomatic missions into northern Europe, 
although these seem to have been largely ceremonial.  
One sees in him the loyal liegeman rather than an instigator of policy. Unlike his father, who was 
much more a military adventurer, Vespasiano looked to other men to claim him as a condottiere in 
their own wars. Indeed, in spite of his rank and family affiliations, one senses a certain conformity 
about his public life. In modern parlance, it seems he was someone who did not wish to rock the 
boat. Only in his youth—and his insistence on marrying Diana, who initially resisted—do we get the 
feeling that he was ready to be the bravo more than the functionary. 
Yet he remains with us as a significant man of his time. This is because he alone carried forward 
his ideas on civic architecture and design. While other men might simply have drawn diagrams or 
written books on the subject, the Duke put into practice the construction of his vision of an ideal city. 
For that he must earn our respect. No man before him, at least not until the modern era, thought that 
a city could actually be constructed along philosophical lines. Alexander‘s cities throughout Egypt 
and Asia might appear to be consistent with individual design, but they were not. Such cities were 
ordered into existence, just as was Hadrian‘s Antinopolis in Egypt. Plotinus‘ Platonopolis was never 
realized, and nor were the cities of other dreamers of the fifteenth century. By his actions, 
Vespasiano Gonzaga paved the way for the design and construction of new cities the world over. 
From here on, such cities rarely grew out of a condition of unstructured design. 
What, then, does Vespasiano offer us beside his capacity for military and civic projects? Firstly, 
he was a man deeply committed to his class and the memory of his family, and also prepared to order 
the death of others to protect his and their honour. There is no doubt that many of his subsequent 
actions in life were conditioned by his desire to ―rectify‖ his past misdeeds, even at a subliminal 
level. To suggest that the death of his first wife, or the loss of his son and daughter, did not affect 
him is to suggest that Renaissance men were hard-bitten and unfeeling. At no time does Vespasiano 
display such characteristics. He genuinely mourned the loss of his second wife as he did the death of 
his son, Luigi, and probably his infant daughter Giulia.  
Only in the pages of Civile conversatione do we catch a glimpse of him as being a man out of step 
with the light-hearted witticism and mores of his time. His troubled idealism longed for a more open 
expression of the values of his age. But of course he was living in a past age, an age determined by 
classical heroism and the realization of un-conflicted love. The man who sat at table that day, shorn 
of his titles, was a man who desperately wanted to fit in, to be accepted as someone who could be 
loved. 
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We should not minimize his personal failures. To do so would be to glorify him as a paragon. 
Rather, we must see him as a man torn between two distinct sets of values and ideals. One 
represented the past governed by outmoded chivalric ethics, the other by the new opportunism of a 
more expansive, mercantile age. The citizen merchant was rapidly becoming the new exemplar of 
Italian life. Such a man, in turn, was beginning to undermine the old feudal structures of society, 
whether he was aware of it or not. In contrast, Vespasiano found himself caught between these 
worlds. He made every attempt to hold onto the old ways, bolstering his identity with heraldry and 
titles, even as he knew that that world was coming to an end. 
 When he began to divest his Galleria Grande of its Roman statuary and replace them with animal 
horns and other naturalia, as well as acquiring modern scientific instruments such as an astrolabe for 
his collection (its latitude carefully aligned to that on which Sabbioneta lay), we see him already 
grappling with the future.
303
 He was enough of a politician to know that the power balance, both in 
the Mediterranean and elsewhere, was shifting ever westward. Moreover, he would have known that 
the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588 spelt the end of Spain‘s unrivalled dominance as a major 
maritime power.  
Finally we are left with a city emptied of his presence, save for a statue of the Duke above his 
mausoleum, and as a larger than life horseman dressed in military regalia on one of the upper floors 
of his palazzo. We can sympathize with his predicament as a man at odds with his time, even as he 
tried to impose his presence upon it. His enduring ill health certainly informed much of his behaviour 
and many of his obsessions. Because we do not know how his syphilis manifested itself in the last 
years of his life, other than his becoming an invalid, barely able to walk, we must presume that it 
might well have been latent for the most part. Nor do we know whether he infected his second wife, 
Anna of Aragón—given that one child died shortly after birth, and his son Luigi was possibly so 
afflicted—and that she passed away shortly after, of ―melancholia,‖ as it was suggested. They were 
married little more than three years.  
It is clear, at least from contemporary accounts, that Vespasiano did not show any outward 
physical signs of the disease. At no time did he display facial disfigurement, such as we see in 
Rembrandt‘s painting of Gerard de Lairesse, a syphilitic. Rather, as he grew older, we see a man 
whose austere, barrack-style existence invested him with a certain ethereal grandeur, as if his 
presence in life was more precarious than even he imagined. There was something altogether 
Spanish about his countenance, with his slightly hooked nose and arching eyebrows, as if a lifetime 
working throughout the Peninsular had changed his features.  
It is interesting to note that even in his last years, when he ordered the painting of four Roman 
Caesars to be completed at the back of the loggia in the Teatro Olimpico, he chose to align himself 
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with the relatively little-known Emperor Galba (3 BC–AD 69), a man of noble birth born in Fondi, 
Vespasiano‘s birth city. Galba was made the ruler of northern Spain in AD 61 and served with 
distinction as pro-consul in North Africa, a further indication of their affiliation. Suetonius suggests 
that Galba was homosexual, and that the man was cruel and avaricious, hated by his soldiers for his 
excessive use of capital punishment.
304
 One wonders why Vespasiano chose to celebrate this dubious 
character on the wall of his theatre, unless it was because of their common birthplace in Fondi and 
their Hispanic connections. It could be said that the Duke never drew back from making unorthodox 
statements through his preferences or his choices. 
Perhaps, to understand his relationship with Sabbioneta better, we must explore a little-known 
novel published in late nineteenth-century France by a Belgian writer, Georges Rodenbach. Some 
may argue that a leap from the sixteenth to the nineteenth century is unacceptable, but we should not 
draw back from such a comparison if it helps us to understand the Duke. The novel explores the 
relationship between the central character, Hugh Vain, with the city of Bruges and the sudden death 
of his wife after many years of conjugal happiness. In an attempt to come to terms with his loss, 
Hugh wanders about the city following ―the same itinerary as he threaded his way uncertainly along 
the line of the quays.‖ Bereavement had brought an early autumn to his life. As he plunges into the 
city on his wanderings, he begins to recognize Bruges as a ―sympathetic intuition and an oasis in the 
desert‖; ―A mysterious equation established itself between his own spirit and that of the place.‖ 
Slowly the town, seemingly so dead, begins to furnish him with an analogy—the presence of his 
dead wife. In doing so, the ―infinite silence‖ of the place resembles, for him, a ―species of 
Nirvana.‖305 
Here we have the first hint of an un-named neurosis. Hugh Vain wants to re-compose his wife out 
of the streets of Bruges. Rodenbach does attempt to name the illness that his character suffers from: 
―Dissonance is as fatal in the ailments of the mind as it is in those of the body.‖ He further attempts 
to elaborate on his insight in the following passage: 
In the stillness of the calm waters and the inanimate streets, Hugh has discovered a certain nepenthe
306
 
for the sorrow of his heart, and an increased assurance of the serenity of death. His surroundings 
yielded him with an almost unlimited scope for indulgence in the reveries with which he beguiled the 
tedium of the hours. In the vistas of the canals he discerned the face of Orphelia rising resurgent from 
the waters, in all the forlornness of her beauty … The town, so glorious of old and still lovely in its 
decay, became to him the incarnation of his regrets. Bruges was his dead wife. His dead wife was 
Bruges. Both unified themselves in a parallel destiny.
307
 
      Here we have a perfect study of a particular kind of neurosis—that of ―dissonance.‖ Of course, 
it is not a term or ailment that Vespasiano would have understood or recognized. Nonetheless, with 
                                                 
304 Suetonius Tranquillus, The Lives of the Twelve Caesars. (Boston: Loeb Classical Library, 1914). 
305 Georges Rodenbach, Bruges-La-Morte. (London: Atlas Press, 1997). 
306 Nepenthe is a drug that induces forgetfulness and relieves psychological pain. 
307 Ibid. 
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the hindsight of history we need to look at the peculiar obsession that motivated him throughout his 
lifetime—to build a miniature city of his own that might encompass all his interests, as well as 
nourish his enduring desire to maintain his self-esteem. We must remember, too, that Vespasiano 
enlisted Diana‘s support in realizing his vision; for nearly ten years, whenever he was away at war 
or attending to the King‘s business in Spain, it was she who opened his letters and acted upon his 
orders. It was she who oversaw the construction of Sabbioneta as a Città ideale, and we should give 
her full credit for the loyalty and diligence that she so clearly displayed in executing his wishes.  
That their relationship was not a happy one, and in the light of his illness as well as his long 
absences from home, it is clear that we cannot question her loyalty to her husband. Lady Cardona, 
while often portrayed as a headstrong, flighty southerner, was in truth none of these things. 
Rejecting the suit of Ferrante Gonzaga‘s son, then one of the most powerful men in Italy, is no 
mean feat, and intimates her fortitude, her character, and her audacity. She simply knew her own 
mind, and would not surrender to convention. Laudable in a man; courageous in a woman, surely. 
The city that they both worked to realize for nearly ten years possessed the savour of an 
unconsummated love. Vespasiano had poured his heart into every aspect of its construction. Diana 
was a part of that dream. If she had betrayed him in the arms of his administrator Giovanni Raineri, 
as history tends to suggest, then we must ask ourselves why? Could it be that Vespasiano had 
allowed his own feelings for her to diminish, and that she knew of this fact? Malacarne suggests that 
this was indeed the case. He writes that she may have been already pregnant by Raineri, and that 
Vespasiano had been informed of it in one of the unsigned letters that he had received while on 
campaign against papal forces.
308
 Unverified as this information might be, the rumours nonetheless 
continue to prevail—Vespasiano ordered his wife‘s death and her lover to save his honore.  
Which leads us to consider his subsequent relationship with Sabbioneta. Could it be, like Hugh 
Vain in Bruges-La-Morte, that all his subsequent actions were motivated by regret? The persona that 
he created of himself in the ensuing years was of a man committed to camouflaging the intensity, and 
sometimes the vindictive nature, of his emotions. It may be that Vespasiano wanted to conceal some 
deep flaw within himself—a flaw that Rodenbach called ―dissonance.‖ Today, we know that such a 
clinical condition exists. In modern psychology, this condition reveals its symptoms in the 
discomfort a patient feels when simultaneously holding two or more conflicting thoughts, whether 
they be ideas, beliefs, values, or emotional reactions.  
In a state of dissonance, people may sometimes feel an acute state of ―disequilibrium,‖ which 
manifests itself in frustration, illness, hunger, dread, guilt, anger and anxiety, as well as a capacity to 
distance oneself from extreme emotional upheaval. On more than one occasion we see such 
behaviour manifesting itself in Vespasiano. The matter-of-fact letter that he wrote to a relative on the 
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occasion of Diana‘s death, and so soon after, suggests his capacity to remove himself from all 
aspects of what had occurred. His escape into monasteries to recover after a crisis, as well as his 
rapid departures for Spain—these suggest his desire to detach himself from any feelings of guilt. 
The images of himself and of his actions were thus in stark contrast. Modern psychology terms 
such dissonance as ―double consciousness‖—that of being a noble, upright man, as well as an 
unreasonably jealous husband at the same time.
309
 We should also consider his own remarks about 
his relationship with the outside world. In a letter to the Duke of Mantua, Gugliemo Gonzaga, he 
remarked rather sadly:  
It is only a game for me to promote the welfare of these my subjects who throng round me whenever I 
go out in public, only a game to raise new walls, to give life to material things while I am so much 
diminished in spirit.
310
 
Nothing can be so revealing as to imagine that your life is a ―game‖ played to satisfy others. One 
senses in Vespasiano‘s demeanour a yearning to be more honest and open with himself, and yet he is 
unable to do so. Double consciousness had become an affliction that affected all his actions in life. 
Noble birth, that ―bright lamp,‖ as Castiglione suggests, became, for him, both a privilege and a 
burden. 
By continuing with the construction of Sabbioneta in the aftermath of Diana‘s death, Vespasiano 
might well have wished to obliterate the tragic events that had occurred there. Including, one might 
add, the remains of Raineri lying in a vault below the staircase in his palace, together with his 
armour. Perhaps he wanted to ―step on‖ his rival each and every day of his life! At another level, in 
keeping with Rodenbach‘s observations, it could have been that the Duke wanted to build the city as 
a monument to Diana‘s memory. In death, she became Sabbioneta, just as Ophelia became Bruges. 
Psychological observations such as these, particularly when they are made several hundred years 
later, should however be treated with due care.  
We do not know how Vespasiano thought; all we can do is read between the lines in his letters, in 
his verses, as well as study his actions in the light of those things that he did throughout his life. But 
one thing is certain—if the Duke had hoped to realize a measure of security for himself, and for his 
descendants, he might well have taken note of one of Epicurus‘ celebrated maxims: ―Against other 
things it is possible to obtain security, but when it comes to death we human beings all live in an 
unwalled city.‖311 
If it is true that Sabbioneta became a funereal statement by Vespasiano as he grappled with his 
guilt over the years, then we begin to see him as a man undone by jealousy and a sense of his own 
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lack of inner worth. Whether it was the symptoms of syphilis, or the oppressive love of Giulia, or his 
detachment from his parents at an early age, or the death of Diana, or the loss of his children, it may 
be that dissonance dominated every action of his life. He struggled to ―be‖ himself, hence his love of 
titles and honours, as well as the elaborate coats-of-arms which were constantly remodelled by him 
to elevate his identity into another realm. We do know that he removed Diana‘s family crest from his 
shortly after her death, making erasure very much a part of his armoury. He chose to cut things out of 
his life if they did not support his perception of himself. 
Finally, what is left is the enigma of his life. Even as we walk down the streets of his city today, 
we sense his presence at every corner. Remote, self-absorbed, obsessed with the minutia of his 
plans—the city is a monument to a man blessed by extraordinary abilities. As an uomo universale he 
might have failed, given that his philosophic insights were less than supported by his actions. He was 
no Pico di Mirandola or Vittorino da Feltre, or indeed a Ficino or Michelangelo.  
We should not argue with his achievement, however. No man before him had set out to build an 
entire city that reflected his interests and obsessions the way he did. The paintings, the frescoes, the 
statues, the colonnades, the theatre, the mint and academia, the palaces and the elaborate defensive 
walls—all these went into the making of the city and the man. To confront the memory of 
Vespasiano Gonzaga in Sabbioneta today is to know that one has encountered someone whose flaws 
have somehow been transmuted into the very substance of stone itself. Here lies a man, we tell 
ourselves, who has literally built his own mausoleum. He was not the first to do so, nor will he be the 
last. 
NON VER LOCIS SED LOCA VIRIS HONESTANTUR* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
* Trans. ―Men do not gain honour from places, but places from men.‖ 
  
CHRONOLOGY 
 
1531 Vespasiano born to Isabelle Colonna and Luigi Gonzaga in Fondi. 
1534 Raid by Barbarossa on Fondi, the home of Vespasiano and his aunt. 
            Vespasiano visits Sabbioneta with his mother. 
1536 Vespasiano‘s mother, Isabella, remarries to the Duke of Sulmona.   
The boy becomes the official ward of Giulia Gonzaga soon after, and moves to Naples to be 
with his aunt. 
1540    Vespasiano‘s formal education begins under the    
            tutelage of Giulia Gonzaga. 
1541 Vespasiano is invested as Lord of Sabbioneta. 
1546 Vespasiano leaves Italy to join the court of Spain as a companion and page to Duke Philip. 
He stops off at Sabbioneta on the way. 
1547 The Monte di pieta for the poor opened in Sabbioneta. 
1548 Vespasiano returns to Italy from Spain and visits Sabbioneta. He then travels to Flanders 
with Philip. 
1549 Vespasiano takes up a position as a commander of the Imperial Forces in Lombardy. 
1550 Vespasiano marries Diana of Cardona from Sicily. He moves permanently to Sabbioneta 
with his new wife. Dominica Giunti appointed as architect. Vespasiano suffers his first 
known bout of syphilis. Diana loses her child.  
1551 Groundwork for the Ducal Palace commences.  
1552 Vespasiano joins the Spanish army at Parma in their war against the French. He is wounded. 
Travels south to meet his aunt. Returns to Sabbioneta towards then end of the year. Journeys 
north to Innsbruck; war against Henry II of France. Now captain general in the army. 
1554 Vespasiano begins work on the fortifications surrounding Sabbioneta.      
1556 War against the Carafa Pope in charge of 8,000 men. He is wounded. 
1557 Vespasiano writes a letter to a friend in Naples informing him of his vision of a ―Piccola 
Athens‖ at Sabbioneta. 
1558 Participates in war of Parma, and is commended for his courage.  
Visits Vienna and Flanders. Philip makes Vespasiano a grandee of Spain. 
1559 Death of Diana of Cardona. She is buried in San Rocco church. 
       Vespasiano returns to Spain. 
1562 Vespasiano returns from Fondi to Sabbioneta; the city is made so by public proclamation. 
1564 Vespasiano returns to Spain. He is married for the second time. 
1565 Emperor Maximillian II of Habsburg makes Vespasiano a marquis. 
1566 Luigi, his son, born in Sabbioneta. 
1566 Death of Giulia Gonzaga, Vespasiano‘s aunt, in Naples. 
1567 Death of his second wife, Anna of Aragon, and his attendance at a dinner in Casale from 
which La Civile conversatione emerges as a book by Stefano Guazzo. 
1568 Vespasiano returns to Spain. Church of St. Cecilia inaugurated. 
1570 Vespasiano made viceroy of Valencia by Philip II. His mother, Isabella, dies. 
1571 Vespasiano is in Cartagena and Pamplona on the king‘s business. 
1571 The Duke is trepanned to relieve the effects of constant pain in his head. 
1572 He is in Feunterrabia and San Sebastian attending to fortifications. 
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1573/4 Vespasiano oversees construction of fortifications at Mers-el-Kebir in North Africa. Work 
begins on the Galleria Grande. Death of Giovanni Raineri‘s father on suspicion of spreading 
gossip about his son‘s death.  
1577 Vespasiano awarded a dukedom by Emperor Rudolf II, Philip‘s nephew. 
1578 Vespasiano returns to Italy from Spain with his son for the last time. 
1580 His son, Luigi, dies after a bout of illness following an accident in the street. 
1581 Foundation stone of Cappucine monastery at Bozzolo laid. 
1582 Marries Marghuerita D‘Ariano of Guastalla, who becomes his third wife. 
1585 Vespasiano receives the Order of the Golden Fleece from Philip II for his services to the 
crown in Parma. 
1588 The Church of the Incoronata inaugurated during the week of Pentecost with a procession 
through the streets of Sabbioneta. 
1590 The Teatro Olimpico completed. 
1591 Vespasiano Gonzaga dies, leaving his city in the care of his daughter, Isabella. 
 VESPASIANO GONZAGA‘S GENEALOGICAL TREE 
 
 
 APPENDIX 
 
 
 
                 Gazing at a Portrait 
 
 
So distant am I from her bright and fatal orb 
Yet desire overwhelms me, casting its light 
As do a multitude of beauties, themselves 
As spiritual, haughty, at one with solitude;  
My soul‘s thoughts like wings begin to extend  
Yet refuse to quit their nest. They know 
And understand that, in passing, their loss 
Merely adds to the torment her love makes me feel. 
 
Equal to the great pleasure a man might know 
Enjoying the absolute object of his desire, 
Is the anguish that a lover whose absence remains 
Forever dear to him, self-absorbed 
In a past happiness and present sorrow 
A pain certainly, devoid of hope—though 
If his mind is blessed with peace, then surely 
It is lighter than the wind, more fleeting. 
 
So that I, with no hope of finding any peace 
And yielding to this great desire stirring within, 
Know that I cannot extinguish the one true object 
Now burning in my breast like a living flame 
Consuming my eyes, my mind, my thoughts 
To the point where I am no more than a speck 
Gazing at her pure and lovely image, as yet 
Unaware of human weakness, merciful and alive. 
 
As soon as this object of desire afflicts the eye 
So does it pierce my heart, soothing it 
Like a current washing over a sandy sea-bed 
While above a northern tempest rages; 
Even as my burning affliction is transformed 
Into desire brightly lit, passion inflamed 
I too am transformed into an all-seeing eye 
So intense is my wish, in seeing you, bemused. 
 
Thus I begin to inform her of my sighs 
My sleepless nights, those bitter days 
Of fear and hope, those inimitable torments 
That joust perchance as equally with death; 
While far away from her those endless rounds 
Still left to me bring little happiness, tenacious or mean: 
Wretched, arguing with discord, I realize 
There‘s no end to what‘s bad—or even what‘s worse. 
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Because silently she hears nothing 
That betrays what I feel, my paltry afflictions, 
What hope that might have been present 
Either departs or, out of frustration, returns. 
Such is the way that my complaints redouble 
Their ferocity causing my life to hang by a thread; 
For me, all hope has revealed itself betrayed 
Love‘s kingdom finally disturbed and saddened. 
 
I, who allows my heart to sink beneath those waves 
Of affection so readily in tumult with themselves— 
I, who am unable to see beyond her blonde hair 
Or her face, remains forever wedded to anguish 
Unable to see her beautiful eyes, O wretched me! 
From which emerge such arrows of purest temper. 
Finally I conclude that absence is all bitterness, 
The ultimate torment bestowed on a condemned man. 
 
—Vespasiano Gonzaga 
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                            We are now only at the beginning of the writer‘s art. 
      Friedrich von Hardenberg 
 
 
Introduction 
 
     Researching and writing a biography of a sixteenth-century Renaissance prince requires all the 
usual tasks of the biographer—not least that of time spent in  libraries and in the field, the 
investigation of obscure source material, and the development and honing of a narrative. The life of 
Vespasiano Gonzaga of Sabbioneta brings with it particular challenges. This essay outlines the 
pathway to the formation and completion of the accompanying work, and in doing so highlights the 
problem of conceiving a self-fashioned subject as a biographical self available for textual 
reconstruction by a twenty-first century biographer. This  is further emphasized by the fact that the 
duke was a master of self-concealment capable of ordering the narrative of his life to ensure that the 
facts became difficult to source. There was always something hagiographic about how he arranged 
the events of his life after his death. 
As Stephen Greenblatt observes, individuals of the period were partly constituted through their 
interactions with the state, the family and the church, but were also increasingly engaged in overt 
processes of self-formation or self-projection.
312
 The fifteen and sixteenth-centuries brought with 
them new but unstable understandings of what it was to be human, and with these understandings 
we also see overt efforts by individuals to fashion their external lives as a projection of selfhood.  
Greenblatt, did not coin the word ‗self-fashioning‘.  It belongs to,  and also has a meaning in the 
literature of the sixteenth-century.  In 1589 William Spencer, in his Fairie Queen, spoke of 
―fashioning a gentleman‖.313 The word is also used in the King James Bible, with its frequent 
injunctions to ―fashion‖ children.314 But Stephen Greenblatt, as a cultural historian, did provide the 
term with a new slant, and he brought it to forefront of contemporary cultural analysis, suggesting 
an approach to addressing historical figures that allows them to be released from the more usual 
historical configuration pertaining to time-centred expression.   
                                                 
312
 Stephen Greenblatt. Renaissance Self-fashioning from More to Shakespeare. (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
Chicago 1980). 
313
 Edmond Spenser. Fairie Queen. (Eugene: Renascence Edition, University of Oregon, 1995). 
314
 Ibid. RSMS. 
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   Vespasiano Gonzaga is a fascinating biographical subject. He was fully inculcated—through 
his education and reading, and by the institutions of the age—into those very institutions that he 
admired, and into the processes of self-fashioning increasingly common to his class. At its most 
splendid, his performance gave rise to a life‘s work of creating the ―Ideal City‖ of Sabbioneta, near 
Mantua. But even as he sought to shape himself and the world around him, his story is complicated 
by an adult life spent as a syphilitic.  His attempts at order and grandeur, his claim to a new 
rationality, were undone by a barely understood illness that persistently ravaged his body, his mind, 
and his sensibility.  
This alone demands a form of biography which, while it includes elements of psychological 
assessment, also requires certain emphasis being placed upon his public activity as part of a formal 
framework.  My study of his design and building of the Ideal City of Sabbioneta gave rise to the 
question of what kind of man would wish to embark upon such an endeavor in the first place, and 
what kind of culture saw many men during this time attempt such acts of self-representation. 
Vespasiano Gonzaga demands a careful reading of his acts of self-fashioning as fantasies and 
revelations about his own selfhood. In particular, a reading of his body as a partly controlled 
performance, as well as a partly autonomous revelation of his selfhood that lay beyond his control. 
The duke saw his own actions (and his obsessions) as a reflection of the man he conceived 
himself to be. His efforts to fashion his identity—and the reality that he could only partially do so—
seems entirely modern. A real challenge, then, was to allow Vespasiano Gonzaga to emerge from 
his time not just as an historical figure, but as a modern conflicted individual whose personhood 
would be comprehensible to a modern audience. This was not such an easy objective to achieve. 
The duke had already become the subject of a number of biographies in Italian that celebrated his 
life in the heroic manner. His persona was already, in part,  determined by the idea of what 
constituted a  ‗Renaissance man‘ as detailed by men such as Leon Battista Alberti and Giovanni 
Pico Mirandelo in the fifteenth-century. None of these biographies explored him as a self-fashioned 
individual, as a man of his time, or as someone burdened by personal affliction that was both real 
and psychological. Writing such a biography that delved into these issues as being essential to the 
man he became required a more nuanced approach. 
    This essay explores the life of duke Vespasiano Gonzaga of Sabbioneta as he fashioned his own 
identity as a manipulable, artful process, in keeping with later, sixteenth-century ideas of the so-
called ‗universal man‘ (uomo universal).   I also detail how I came to study Vespasiano Gonzaga as 
a subject, and how I later uncovered new information relevant to my argument that illness was 
central to his life and work. I then explore the usefulness of Stephen Greenblatt‘s argument about 
self-fashioning in relation to that of the duke‘s actions, both political, social, and personal, 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
222 
contributed to the way he conducted himself as a city planner and advisor to King Philip II of Spain 
throughout his career.  
I also outline my understanding of the Ideal City as a social and intellectual construct, the duke‘s 
influence on Shakespeare, the nature of syphilis and its effects upon the human organism, and what 
my discovery of his first wife‘s tomb might reveal to us about Vespasiano in the future (possibly), 
as well as Georg Hegel‘s theories pertaining to the effects of illness on the personality. These 
elements are vital to understanding how the duke managed his life—and how he lived it. Building 
an entire city demanded a clear concept of world-making that few men prior to the sixteenth-
century had considered feasible, or indeed had ever completed in their lifetime.  
 
Finding Vespasiano Gonzaga 
 In April 2002, I paid a visit to Urbino in the Marche of Italy to view a particularly important 
painting by Piero della Francesca, known as the Flagellation of Christ. It was located in the Ducal 
Palace, built by Frederigo di Montefeltro, a well-known Renaissance figure of the fifteenth-century. 
The Ducal Palace possessed another remarkable painting said to have been painted by the same 
artist, or at least by someone from his atelier.
315
 Known as La Cittá  ideale, it portrayed a carefully 
geometric depiction of an Ideal City. I was impressed by this painting, and asked myself what might 
have inspired such a work in the first place. At that time I had no knowledge of the philosophic 
imperatives that might have lead to a desire to depict the perfect city. 
 
                                                 
315
 Recent x-ray and reflectograph work by Prof. Maurizio Saracini now suggests that the painting is not by della 
Francesca as assumed, but by Leon Battista Alberti, a well-known architect and theorist of the fifteenth century. It could 
be, however, that the painting was coloured and enhanced by others. (Ref. Corriere della Sera: Last Secret Revealed, 
18th February 2015). It has also been attributed to Francesco di Giorgio Martini, who worked as an architect for 
Federico da Montefeltro.   
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    The special appeal of the painting prompted me to conduct more research on the concept of the 
Ideal City. I quickly discovered that the idea was not only conceptual in character, but also 
grounded in fact. Someone had attempted to build an Ideal City in Lombardy in the sixteenth-
century. His name was duke Vespasiano Gonzaga, whose city of Sabbioneta, not far from Mantua, 
still exists to this day. He was a minor noble belonging to the Gonzaga family of Mantua, with links 
to the principality of Fondi near Naples through his mother, Isabella Colonna. It prompted me to 
visit the city of Sabbioneta in order to learn a little more about what constituted an Ideal City as a 
reflection of sixteenth-century urban planning. 
My first encounter with Sabbioneta encouraged in me to  believe that I had actually entered the 
Cittá ideale painting housed in Urbino. Though I am accustomed to the idea of major art works 
depicting an idealized space, whether they be medieval or of the Renaissance, I had not expected to 
arrive in a space that turned out to be, in fact, real. Sabbioneta as an urban construct immediately 
urged me to consider whether I had entered a perspectival landscape so much enjoyed by 
Renaissance artists. Nor was it hard to sense the personality of its creator pervading the streets and 
piazzas as I explored the city. Sabbioneta is as an extremely personalized city, not a simple 
agglomeration of buildings and fortifications as one might expect to experience in other, older 
Italian cities. At the same time, there was an air of melancholy pervading the streets as I walked 
about. It was as if I had entered a carefully constructed tomb. 
My early foray among the various buildings associated with the life of Vespasiano Gonzaga in 
Sabbioneta, and his desire to build an urbanized space that reflected his own obsessions and 
interests, prompted me to want to explore why Sabbioneta was built in the first place. I later visited 
Antinopolis in Upper Egypt, a city built at the direction of Emperor Hadrian around 130 AD as a 
memorial to his deceased lover, Antinoe, in a bid to gain further insight into the city as an authorial 
construct. Other cities such as Alexandria I began to consider as those that might reflect the idea of 
the city being something more than an example of a simple, aggregated space as it had been in 
medieval cities. 
 That the city might be built as an architectural work of art struck me as a real possibility when I 
considered the work of those architects of the fifteenth-century in Italy. The architect as hero in the 
fashion of a Michelangelo, Alberti, Filarete, and Palladio for example, had already staked his claim 
to such a title. These men deliberately made their buildings a reflection of enhanced being for many 
of their wealthy patrons. It is important to comprehend what this statement means. The palazzo or 
country estate was designed to embody their mercantile success or political prowess. The Swiss 
architect Sigfried Giedion‘s remarked: ―The Renaissance was hypnotized by one city type, which 
for a century-and-a-half—from Filarete to Scamozzi—was impressed upon all utopian schemes: 
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this is the star-shaped city.‖316 It was the type of city Vespasiano Gonzaga set about to build for 
himself. 
Walking along the streets of Sabbioneta during those early days of field research, I began to 
recognize Vespasiano Gonzaga as a man struggling to establish himself as a modern man. His city 
felt like a genuine city, not an old-world place of retreat from threatening forces. Clearly, he had 
designed Sabbioneta as a reflection of himself presiding over a principality far larger than it really 
was.  Nor did he wish  it to be a medieval-style fortified hunting lodge frequented by his 
grandfather, but rather a reflection of the latest design in walled city structures that superceded his 
own experience of military architecture while working for Philip II. He wanted his city to be open 
to the world even as it lay behind a secure wall and moat system. 
Who was Vespasiano Gonzaga? How did he see himself as a man, a husband, and above all as an 
urban idealist? Why did he choose to project himself onto a city in the way that he did? What drove 
him to spend so many years away from Italy in his bid to achieve his purpose? His remoteness as a 
man stimulated my curiosity. I wanted to explore those aspects of his character that motivated him 
to impose upon a remote piece of land on the Lombardy Plain his vision of the Ideal City. Further, I 
asked myself whether it might be possible to rescue him from the pages of history, and bring him 
back to life as a fully rounded human being capable of inspiring a modern reader. 
To achieve this this, I set myself the task of conducting an extensive reading programme relevant 
to the period when Vespasiano lived. It would not be enough to explore the facts of his life as a 
minor prince of the Renaissance; I needed to know more about the ideas that informed such a man. 
It meant familiarizing myself not only with the political situation in Italy during the sixteenth-
century, but also with the transformative events that were occurring in art, literature, architecture, as 
well as philosophy, during his lifetime. I needed to study thinkers such as Plato, Ficino, 
Pomponazzi, Plotinus, Machiavelli and da Feltre, for example, as well as the poets of the period 
such as Petrarch and Aretino, even as far back as Dante. My reading had to enable me to create an 
encyclopediac imagination of the period if I were to do justice to what drove Vespasiano Gonzaga 
to be the man that he became. 
This included a study of esotericism in the sixteenth-century, alchemy, theatre construction, 
studies in fortification, syphilis, heraldry, coinage and medallions, as well as early book production. 
I needed to understand more about the libraries of the period, methods of travel, siege warfare, 
Spanish imperialism and its effects upon Italy. Clothing and sixteenth-century family obligations, 
the role of the nobility and its relationship with the Catholic church, were other areas of importance 
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to help me build up a portrait of the duke.  Early science, portraiture, the often close relationship 
between nobles, poets and philosophers, such mores were important to understand.  
Marriage contracts and how they were enacted, peer law among the nobility, late feudalism as it 
played out between king and courtier, were all necessary subjects for study if I were to complete my 
understanding of the period. The rise of mercantilism in the cities, along with the decline of the 
Levant as Europe‘s entrepot during the latter part of the sixteenth-century, as well as the emergence 
of the New World of the Americas and its effect upon trade, further underpinned the world in which 
the duke moved.  
 
The Ideal City as a biographical construct 
     Vespasiano‘s decision to build Sabbioneta was intrinsic to his understanding of the self-
fashioned man. Unlike many of his contemporaries, he did not wish to write or paint his 
understanding of self-identity; rather, he wanted to create a place in which such a man might live. 
This may have been because he did not have the talent; but also because artists in that time came 
from a different class than he as an aristocrat. Aristocrats were more likely to commission works of 
art than to produce them. For the duke, the city-state would be a symbol of authority, reflecting a 
degree of social cooperation and cohesion to which he adhered. Unlike many despots and kings 
who used architecture as a method of self-aggrandizement, Vespasiano Gonzaga sought to become 
a world maker in his own right through his engagement with architecture and urban planning.317 His 
intellectual development in the company of prominent poets and philosophers in Fondi and in 
Naples during his adolescence, the scope of his personal library in later life, and the humanists of 
his day that he counted among his friends, these enabled the duke to embody many of the 
characteristics of a self-fashioned man into his work as an urban planner. They also precluded any 
desire on his part to become an old-style despot in the mould of many of his contemporaries. 
Vespasiano would have been familiar with the idea of the Cittá ideale, or Ideal City, in Italy, lay 
grounded in painting and architecture before it was realized in the form of literary expression. 
Thomas More‘s book Utopia did not appear until 1516, whereas Filarete‘s Sforzinda, the 
paradigmatic city, was already on the drawing board by 1460. Francesco di Giorgio, himself an 
architect and former resident of Urbino, explored the concept of the Ideal City in his monumental 
work Trattato di architettura as early as 1482. Along with Vincent Scamozzi‘s design for 
Palmanova near Venice, which he subsequently built in 1593, such constructs were all conceived as 
essentially circular cities bolstered by star-shaped fortifications (‗la citta-macchine di defesa‘, as 
Machiavelli suggests). The circle was seen as ―natural‖, none other than the ―shape of the universe‖ 
                                                 
317
 Ibid.  
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
226 
according to Alberti, following Plato‘s argument.318 In contrast, the medieval city was seen as 
―fallen.‖ For architects of the period the idea of the circular city became a symbol of a regenerated 
humanity, a restoration of the injuries of the age.319 
The belief in Utopia can be seen to have infiltrated a pre-existing reality, not the other way 
around as we might assume. Circularism and utopianism were now conjoined. Both offered a way 
of shattering, partially or wholly, the order of things prevailing at the time.320 Mannheim, a cultural 
and sociological theorist, argued that Utopias were designed to transcend reality by concentrating 
power at their center. The Ideal City, conceived initially as circular, was one way of breaking away 
from the crude naturalism of the old city design. Utopia, as such, became a work of art rather than 
merely ‗imitating‘ life.  
What was not recognized by those early theorists of the age were the consequences of planning 
such a hermetically sealed environment. The desire for order as suggested by Tommaso Campanella 
(1568-1639) in his City of the Sun became paramount in devising a new dispensation that might 
indeed exclude ―disease, pestilence, death and heresy‖ as he had suggested. No one conceived of 
the risk that such an ordered civic space might lead to the suppression of diversity, promote 
intolerance, encourage stasis, and ultimately provoke violence, as Karl Popper was later to 
remark.321 The idea of Utopia represented optimism, and therefore an end condition, which in no 
way took into consideration the reality of living as a society. These cities were an attempt to turn 
the state into a work of art.322 
Revisiting the Ideal City painting in Urbino,  I reflected upon the mathematical perspective that 
informed such an urban landscape. According to Mochi Onori, the harmony of the Ideal City is 
linked to the vision of the Franciscan friar Luca Pacioli, who worked alongside Leonardo da Vinci, 
and indeed fled with him from Milan to France.323 More than likely, Pacioli acquired his knowledge 
of mathematics from Piero della Francesca‘s studies. According to the good friar, reality, given by 
divine creation, is governed by mathematical relationships and numerical proportions, with which 
man reproduces in space.324 We cannot be sure whether these ideas had any immediate effect upon 
such theorists as Alberti, Scamozzi, or Palladio, but it is possible. More than likely, too, 
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Michelangelo absorbed its implications into his own work, as did other artists of the period, men 
such as Perugino, Raphael, Mantegna, and Bramante.  
The statement implicit in the painting located in Urbino as a work of art was clearly designed to 
provoke a different view of urban planning, not just as idealized space, but also as a future living 
environment. Vespasiano Gonzaga would have absorbed these influences, even if he never directly 
articulated them in his correspondence.325 He was enough of a student of Alberti and Vitruvius to 
know that the future of architecture  and urban planning relied upon working through ideas as an 
on-the-ground, practical demonstration of effects.  
The painting  of the Ideal City sets at centre-stage the idea of a templum or sacred precinct. All 
power in the civic space is directed towards the centre. The building depicted is circular and double-
tiered, and is clearly influenced by the Pantheon in Rome. The dominating effect of the temple is 
that of a non-Christian perspective, as if the anonymous artist wishes to remind us of his intent: to 
celebrate Roman ideals of architecture, and to inform us of the presiding influence of a civic spirit 
upon the way we should live. All the buildings in the painting remind us that stolidity and 
proportion are contiguous with good government.  
Campanella made a serious attempt at exploring ideas pertaining to the Ideal City, even if he did 
so after the death of Vespasiano. This does not mean that such ideas were not ‗in the air‘ during the 
sixteenth-century, as is reflected by the work of Filarete, Alberti, da Vinci, di Giorgio and 
Scamozzi, all of whom made the circular city central to their concerns. None of these observers 
attempted to describe their cities other than as planification, with the exception of Scamozzi who 
we know designed and built the city of Palmanova in 1593, two years after the death of Vespasiano 
Gonzaga.  
Campanella wrote an important treatise dealing with the Ideal City, not only in its physical 
aspect, but also in the sort of society that might inhabit it. His Utopia extended to a complete 
philosophy of life that owed as much to Plato‘s Republic as it did to his own civic expectations. His 
book, the City of the Sun, is subtitled ―A Poetical Dialogue between a Grandmaster of the Knight 
Hospitallers and a Genoese Sea-Captain, his guest.‖ In it he describes the city he envisages, one that 
is ―built on a high hill, which rises from an extensive plain, but several of its circles extend for some 
distance beyond the base of the hill… so that its circumference becomes seven. It is divided into 
seven rings of huge circles named for the seven planets.‖326 He goes on to describe how the city is 
constructed, its streets, its gates, galleries for walking, and its palaces. No detail escapes his eye, 
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and he is at pains to talk about its marble steps, richly decorated walls, how the city is governed, the 
paintings in the palaces, including those that depict ―stars and their different magnitudes.‖327 
At one point in his treatise Campanella describes in detail a temple, built in the form of a circle: 
 
…it is not girt with walls, but stands upon thick columns, beautifully grouped. A very large 
dome, built with great care in the centre or pole, contains a small vault as it were rising out of it, 
and in this spiracle, which is right over the altar. There is but one altar in the middle of the 
temple, and this is hedged around by columns. Without it, arches measuring about eight paces 
extend from the heads of the columns outward, whence other columns rise about three paces 
from the thick, strong, and erect wall… 
 
At the top of the building several small and beautiful cells surround the small dome… 
 
A revolving flag projects from the smaller dome, and this shows in what quarter the wind is…. 
Furthermore, under the flag a book is always kept written with letters of gold.
328 
 
 We are in the imaginative presence of an almost exact replica of the unknown artist‘s temple at the 
centre of his painting. Except for a flag on top of the smaller dome, the artist had painted a cross. 
Aside from this exception, it is as if Campanella had seen the painting of the Ideal City in Urbino. 
Executed thirty years prior to his description of his own solar temple, the impression that it gives is 
that of an extraordinary building being at the heart of late Renaissance thinking. It formed the basis 
for how a city might be constructed around a civic, laicized space. The harmony of the Ideal City 
was designed to reflect the utopian concept of an enlightened government that respects its citizen‘s 
freedom, and, therefore, is able to manage a peaceful and harmonious society such as the one that 
Vespasiano Gonzaga wished to build in Sabbioneta.329  
Vespasiano‘s decision to build his own Ideal City is thus the culmination of ideas that go back to 
the fifteenth-century, to the time of Filarete, della Francesca, and Alberti among others. These men, 
as we now see, sought to define an ideal civic environment, at least in theory. It was left to the duke 
to put it into practice. Humanism as theory was instrumental in presenting a concept that made it 
possible for men such as he to change their attitude towards civic life. The old medieval township, 
with its buildings and winding alleys, was no longer viewed as the future of urban existence. Men 
wanted to order their lives by honoring eurhythmy containing the three major elements of music, 
melody, harmony, as well as rhythm and symmetry, the two most important qualities in Vitruvian 
aesthetic.330  
Any architect should be expected to be equipped with knowledge of many branches of study if 
he was to refine his judgment on the type of city he wished to create.331 Or, as Alberti was to 
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suggest, any edifice was a ―kind of body‘‘ consisting like any other body of design and matter. The 
first, he maintained, is produced by thought, the other by nature, with the application and 
contrivance of mind.332 It was this attitude that Vespasiano perfectly brought to bear upon the 
creation of his ideal city of Sabbioneta. It was these concepts that Leonardo considered when he 
drew his Vitruvian Man, as described in the architect‘s Ten Books on Architecture.333 Already we 
observe art and architecture, humanism and city-scape design, merge into a seamless expression for 
the duke, in keeping with his urban vision. 
By venturing into Sabbioneta I too found myself inadvertently entering a city that embodied 
many of the preoccupations of the uomo universale or ‗universal man,‘ which Vespasiano Gonzaga 
strove to make of himself. It was all part of his self-fashioning, his desire to present himself as a 
work of art. The ultimate expression of humanism in civic life that he tried to evoke was based upon 
a simple premise: that it is the true end of man on earth to be a uomo universale. It also reflected the 
pre-eminence of man over nature, maintaining that it is more useful to live well than to ―know the 
causes of frost, snow, and the colors of the rainbow,‘‘ at least, according to Leonardo Bruni:334 ―The 
proper work of man, in short, is rational activity; and his proper life the active not the 
contemplative. For he does not contemplate in so far as he is a man, but in so far as he is something 
divine and separate.‘‘335  
The concept of the uomo universale was therefore mixed in with the Ideal City as a concept, at 
least in the mind of Vespasiano Gonzaga. He had taken the precepts of Castiglione, which 
embodied the perfect courtier, and enlarged upon these through the aegis of architecture and urban 
planning. Observing Sabbioneta in the light of this knowledge, the city becomes more personable 
than a mere arrangement of buildings and public space. The work of Kurt Forster, an important 
architectural theorist of last century, enables us to piece together the relationship between buildings 
and thought as Vespasiano Gonzaga began to formulate his own ideas of urban planning for the 
future.
336
 These, Forster argues, helped to integrate urban planning and theatre as a distinctive and  
social type that included a political and rhetorical message in terms of a symbolically potent 
location and iconographic programme.
337
 
The duke possessed clear ideas of where his palace should sit in relation to the city as a whole. 
All power was to radiate from this point, just as the Garden Palace and Galleria Grande were 
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designed to reflect his public persona as a benign ruler. The location of mint, library, the Jewish 
temple as well as various churches and monasteries, were carefully positioned to give a semblance 
of civic order and stability. 
It became increasingly evident that the city of Sabbioneta and Vespasiano Gonzaga were 
conterminous. His story was not a story about a man who ordered the construction of a city as 
Alexander or Hadrian had done. Rather, Vespasiano‘s story was about how he used urban planning 
and architecture as an act of self-fashioning towards that of becoming an uomo universale. To 
formulate this theory I explored the idea that Sabbioneta might be emblematic of the duke in the 
same way that heraldry was emblematic of an individual. It later became evident that the duke did 
indeed indulge in heraldry as a part of his own bid to establish his self-identity. He constantly 
amended his coat-or-arms whenever he felt that there had been a change in his circumstance. Self-
fashioning was thus an ever-evolving condition of his being, which was expressed by numerous 
adjustments to his armorial presence. He  tried to find ways to change his persona, just as he 
amended his city to reflect his emerging belief in himself as someone ‗in charge‘ of public space, as 
well as being an uomo universale of some repute. 
 
In sickness and in health 
Exploring the duke‘s public life as a military commander and fortification expert in the employ of 
Philip II, and his achievements as a political advisor to men such as Rudolf II in Prague, as well as 
his desire to  purchase Roman busts and artwork, books and artifacts to enhance his Galleria in 
Sabbioneta, I suspected that what lay behind the façade of success and acclaim which Vespasiano 
carefully cultivated, had yet to fully emerge. Past biographers of Vespasiano, including Ireneo Affo 
(1780) and Luca Amade (2013), always gave the impression that they had surrendered their critical 
acumen to the laudatory aspects of his life. Indeed, it could be said that the duke arranged the myth 
of himself through his interlocutors. He wanted the future to know him as a true uomo universale, a 
man without blemish. Sabbioneta became his fortress in more ways than one. It became his 
carapace. 
This left me in a quandary as to how to shine a light into the less visible aspects of his life. The 
death of his first wife, Diana of Cardona in 1559 at his instigation because of perceived infidelity, 
certainly called for further investigation. His second wife‘s early death from tuberculosis in 1567, 
four years after their marriage, merely emphasized a pattern of loss in his life. The deaths of his 
young son, Luigi, because of an accident that the duke had inadvertently precipitated, along with 
those of his mother and much-loved aunt Giulia Gonzaga, his mentor and advisor, during the 
middle part of his career, leaves us with a sense that Vespasiano Gonzaga understood himself to be 
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laboring under a curse of some sort, that in some way he was living out a tragedy of his own 
making. Far from being the Ideal Man that he had hoped to be, the duke found himself at the mercy 
of some indefinable anguish that distorted his behavior, and so led to irredeemable personal loss. 
Why? He had come from a privileged family – or families. He received the very best humanist 
education then available. He had been a close friend of the future king of Spain. He had travelled 
widely, so his worldview was expansive. He had made himself into a genuine urban planner and 
builder of his city through long hours of study. He had encouraged Jews to come to Sabbioneta, so 
he was no anti-Semite as the Popes in Rome tended to be. He enjoyed fine art and books of a rare 
stamp. He wrote passable poetry and corresponded with a wide range of people. Though his father 
had died from a war wound when he was young, too young for the duke to have known him, there 
is no suggestion that  he acutely felt this loss. What then contributed to the closed nature of his 
personality? 
I decided to investigate his health. Two early biographers mentioned in passing that the duke had 
suffered from syphilis since the time of his first marriage to Diana of Cardona, at the age of 
nineteen. For both authors (Ireneo Affo and Luca Amade) his illness was not regarded as important 
to the overall achievements of Vespasiano. In a sense, illness was considered to be the norm in the 
life of a sixteenth-century aristocrat. The threat of plague was ever-present in the daily life of Italian 
cities, so why would one single out syphilis as a contributing cause to the duke‘s sometimes erratic 
and cruel behavior?  
It was a question that I did not seriously ask myself during the initial stages of research, until I 
began to consider the effects of syphilis on other historical figures whose lives with I was more 
familiar with. Baudelaire immediately came to mind; so too did the Friedrich Nietzsche, author 
Karen Blixen, and artist Vincent van Gogh, all of whom suffered from syphilis for most of their 
adult lives. Though syphilis had long existed in Europe, a more virulent version of the disease only 
appeared after the return of Christopher Columbus and his crew from the New World in 1493.
338
 
What exactly is syphilis? Sixteenth-century medical practice had little understanding of what 
caused the disease, nor how it functioned in the human body. Modern medical science has since 
identified the spirochete bacterium, known as treponema pallidum,  causes treponemal diseases 
such as syphilis, bejel, pinta and yaws. It is generally acquired by close sexual contact. The 
organism can also be transmitted to a fetus by transplacental passage during the later stages of 
pregnancy, giving rise to congenital syphilis.                                            
Early treatment for the disease was haphazard. As early as 1497 mercury was being used as a 
result of remedies developed by Paracelsus (1493-1541). Mercury had already been successfully 
used in suppressing the painful symptoms of syphilis by the Arabs, who applied it to treat leprosy 
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and yaws. A shiny element, mercury was formulated as an ointment and applied to the infected 
area. Clearly it did ease the patients‘ pain and the healing of buboes and ulcers. The trouble was that 
practitioners tended to use enormous quantities of the toxic material, which often resulted in other 
side effects, not to mention long-term mercury poisoning. The syphilitic who overdosed on mercury 
might experience unquenchable thirst even as he produced saliva measured in pints and quarts. In 
the end, it was never certain whether syphilis mimicked other diseases that further added to the 
diagnostic confusion.339 
It was not until 1530, one year before Vespasiano Gonzaga was born, that the disease was 
actually given the name of ‗syphilis.‘ The scholar and poet Geronimo Fracastoro (1483-1553), a 
friend of Copernicus, wrote his monumental long poem Syphilis as a way of popularizing his more 
learned treatise De Contagione, thus giving the disease its name. Though he acknowledged the part 
played by Columbus‘s crew in bringing the disease to Europe, he nonetheless cast his net wider, 
believing that syphilis originated in ancient times. This gave him the opportunity to exercise his 
broad knowledge of Greek mythology in the name of science. 
To understand the effects of syphilis upon those who became infected, it is well to understand its 
symptoms. Fracastoro‘s treatise is a good place to begin in order to comprehend how it appeared to 
a doctor of the sixteenth-century. In an age familiar with pain and illness, not forgetting such 
visiting pestilents as the plague, syphilis presented an alarming array of symptoms, none of which 
were easily alleviated.  
 
In the majority of cases, small ulcers began to appear on the sexual organs (which were) 
intractable, and refused to depart. Next, the skin broke out with encrusted pustules… they soon 
grew little by little until they were the size of a cup or acorn, which they in fact resembled… 
Next, these ulcerated parts ate away the skin… and they sometimes infected not only the fleshy 
parts, but even the very bones as well. In cases where the malady was firmly established in the 
upper parts of the body, the patient suffered from pernicious catarrh, which eroded the palate or 
the uvula or the pharynx of tonsils.
340
 In some cases the lips or eyes were eaten away, or in others 
the whole of the sexual organs. Many patients suffered from the great deformity or gummata that 
developed on the members; they were often as large as an egg or a roll of bread…. Besides all of 
the above symptoms, violent pains attacked the muscles… these pains were persistent, tormented 
the subject chiefly at night, and were the cruelest of all symptoms.
341
  
  
     It is hard to imagine a more insidious list of symptoms, and how anyone might have survived, 
year after year, such relentless disfigurement and pain. Although Fracastoro observed a few years 
later that ―though the contagion is flourishing today, it seems to have changed its character since 
those earlier periods of its appearance‘‘ – small consolation that must have been to those 
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afflicted.
342
 The Florentine historian Francesco Guiccairdini (1483-1540) observed in his Storia 
d‘Italia: ―Perhaps, after many years, the sickness became less serious, whether it was because of 
astrological influence, or through the long experience of doctors, or the appropriate remedies to 
treat the sickness, or it had transformed itself into other types of disease different from the 
original.‖343 The fact that he could suggest that the disease was able to transform itself into other 
diseases led syphilis to be granted the dubious epithet as ‗The Great Imitator‘ by one later 
observer.344  
Syphilis had become a Gorgon preying upon people‘s fears, draining them of all hope, and 
exiling syphilitics themselves to the very margin of society, to the hospices and hospitals for the 
incurables. As Alphonse Daudet was later to remark in his book In the Land of Pain of his own 
condition after taking morphine to relieve the symptoms: ―Each injection stops the pain for three or 
four hours. Then come the ‗wasps,‘ the stinging and stabbing here, there, and everywhere – 
followed by the Pain, that cruel guest.‘‘345  
After the initial outbreak of syphilis, which is defined by massive lesions as Fracastoro 
describes, and accompanied by fever and malaise that lasts between five and twelve weeks, a 
secondary stage begins, accompanied by a rash. The rash may be so subtle that it goes almost 
unnoticed. Or it may cover the entire body, including the palms of the hands and the soles of the 
feet. At this time the syphilitic may experience aching bones and joints, loss of appetite, insomnia, 
sore throat, and headaches. Then, as the initial systemic infection subsides, there may be times 
when the patient begins to feel healthy again, even if occasionally he is afflicted by hypersensitivity 
and headaches. It is during this period, the middle years of infection, that the patient alternates 
between long periods of extreme clarity and episodes of bizarre, uninhibited, even criminal acts. In 
other words, the patient begins to experience a change of character.  
To understand the physical and psychological anguish that Vespasiano Gonzaga must have 
suffered throughout his adult life we need to know more about what the overall effects of the 
disease were upon a syphilitic. Unfortunately there are no known reports from the sixteenth-century 
that might help us to understand how such a person dealt with his affliction. We therefore have to 
broaden our investigation into later literature in order to examine the effects of such an illness. 
Reading the lives of men like Nietzsche, de Maupassant, Daudet, Blixen, Oscar Wilde, Abraham 
Lincoln, Manet, Arthur Rimbaud, Goncourt, Gauguin and Baudelaire among others, we begin to 
obtain a sense of what the symptoms were of syphilis, and how it impacted on the lives of those 
who suffered from it. 
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I finally discovered in the work of Alphonse Daudet, a prominent French writer of the nineteenth 
century, a detailed account of the effects of tertiary syphilis upon a person capable of writing down 
his impressions. In his book, La Doulou, which was first published in 1930, long after his death, he 
charted his suffering almost on a daily basis. Beginning with memories of his diagnosis from his 
doctor, he recognized that the initial ―tenseness in the bladder,‖ which he thought ―nothing,‖ was 
―the start of everything, the Invasion.‖ 346 The scourge of syphilis thus entered his life to the point 
where the only way he could alleviate his suffering over the years was through the use of morphine 
and the opiate of literature itself. He wrote his suffering. 
I decided that Vespasiano Gonzaga probably used the construction of his city in a similar way. 
Metaphorically, he built his pain and ill-health into its street plan as a way of alleviating them. 
Nonetheless the disease he suffered from, while it might have remained dormant for long periods in 
its early and middle stages, inevitably flared up at different times to remind him of his youthful 
indiscretion. Like Nietzsche, Dinesen, and Daudet, he probably experienced moments of extreme 
intellectual clarity at different times, even as he concealed other moments of depression and 
anxiety. The only way to remain the person that he maintained himself to be, as well as retain his 
sanity, was to develop an impenetrable persona, the persona of a Stoic and a soldier. The deaths of 
those whom he loved became a veil in order that he might live ‗behind‘ blighted expectations and 
loss as his poems reveal. It was his obsession with the construction of Sabbioneta that helped to 
keep him sane. Van Gogh‘s remark near the end of his life perfectly expresses how Vespasiano 
might have felt, ―I struggle with all my might to master my work. And I say to myself that if I win, 
it is the best lightning rod for my illness.‖347 
In spite – or because of – his illness, Vespasiano Gonzaga poured his life into the design and 
construction of Sabbioneta. The city became a poultice to relieve him of some of the pain related to 
his personal life, as well as that generated by the symptoms of syphilis itself. During the many 
years he lived in Spain and North Africa attending to the king‘s business, the duke sent back a 
constant stream of letters and instructions to his building supervisors, detailing what he wanted 
done. Though we do not have any of his own designs, we do know that he was a more than 
competent draughtsman and building expert.
348
  
Those years in Spain had equipped him with a wide knowledge of defensive fortifications, of 
which he oversaw their construction in places such as Pamplona, Alicante, Denia, Benidorm and 
Mers-el-Kebir. 349  His rough drawings of some of these are still extant. His deep interest in 
Vitruvius prepared him well for his task. The Rome of his imagination, namely Sabbioneta, lay in 
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the pages of Vitruvius‘s books, as well as in those of Alberti. Vespasiano was a man fortified by 
the achievements of the past, and he wanted his Ideal City to reflect his respect for such values. 
 
Self–fashioning and new historicism as the basis of a biographical 
 approach. 
The link between Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s actions and his body left me in a quandary, at least 
initially, as to how to begin to consider his life as a suitable subject for a biography. I did not wish 
to write his life as a typical historical work; but rather, allow those facts not considered important 
by earlier biographers to come to the fore as a way of highlighting the trauma of his life. To see the 
duke as just another minor Renaissance figure of the sixteenth-century would not do justice to what 
he had achieved, unless his conflicts were made more relevant to his actions. A revolutionary in his 
thinking, he nonetheless was at pains to conceal his investigations behind his carefully constructed 
persona. To explore his act of self-fashioning, therefore, I needed to understand how he dealt with 
ill health as part of his ‗method‘ directed towards urban planning and architecture. 
While Greenblatt alluded to Castiglione‘s The Book of the Courtier, as well as the works of 
Shakespeare, to support his overall thesis concerning self-fashioning as part of the posture adopted 
by many men of the period, in my own creative work, Hamlet‘s Ghost, I wanted to widen the debate 
to include the actions of Vespasiano Gonzaga in the public sphere, as much as his personal 
motivation.
350
 The things a man does have as much to do with how he manipulates his identity, as 
do the cultural institutions to which he adheres. In this sense I wanted to refine Greenblatt‘s 
argument that, indeed, ―self-fashioning is always, though not exclusively, in language‖ to include 
the broader actions of a man such as Vespasiano Gonzaga who expressed himself as a soldier, an 
aesthete, and an urban planner.
351
 
Greenblatt‘s ideas, and the concepts of New Historicism which he largely articulated, played into 
my own evolving theory. The things a man does have as much to do with how he manipulates his 
identity. He spoke of ―cultural poetics‖ as a means of adding depth to historical understanding, and 
as a method of biographical and psychological analysis. What he called the ―mutual permeability of 
the literary and the historical‖ I translated to mean a mode of investigation that might also reflect 
the influence of art, architecture, social theory, health, esotericism and philosophy, as well as 
investigations on location in Sabbioneta, in order to enhance my imagination as a vehicle of 
authorial investigation.
352
 Moreover, Greenblatt‘s idea of the ―pompous body‖ as an indication of 
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the public man, however, helped me to understand Vespasiano Gonzaga as being more than an act 
of self-fashioning on his part, but also an example of what he referred to as the ―diseased body.‖353 
Illness would become an important part of my research. 
The reiteration of historical events was not enough to uncover how Vespasiano Gonzaga 
negotiated those of his time, nor the events that surrounded his personal life. How he dealt with 
these in the light of his illness became of primary concern. I saw him as a man who struggled not to 
allow the symptoms of illness, namely syphilis, to dominate his life.  Instead, he formulated 
strategies to overcome his disability through the act of self-fashioning and his positive action as a 
soldier, advisor to a king, as well as becoming a self-taught architect and urban planner in his own 
right. His early childhood experiences, too, involving the emotional loss of his mother and the 
premature death of his father, as well as the subsequent development of a close relationship with his 
aunt and step-mother, countess Giulia Gonzaga, further determined the trajectory of his life. 
Self-fashioning, as already indicated, involves a deliberate attempt to create out of oneself a 
work of art. Its origin lay, as already mentioned, in Baldassare Castiglione‘s book of courtly 
manners, The Book of the Courtier, published in the fifteenth-century. The book had a profound 
effect on the mores of court society in its day, and was quickly translated into other European 
languages. Coincidentally, Vespasiano Gonzaga was related to Castiglione, so we must assume that 
he read his work with great interest.  
In contrast, Michel Foucault in his  Ethics: Subjectivity and Truth, alluded to a dimension of 
what he called ―self writing‖ as being an aspect of self-fashioning. In speaking of Seneca, he 
stressed the point that the practice of the self involves reading, studying, and emulating the Other 
through study.
354
  Francesco Sansolvono, too, wrote in his Republica d‘Utopia during the second 
half of the sixteenth-century of the importance of the arts and of the construction of a splendid, 
harmonious world of human monuments as the way forward in developing a new society. 355 
Vespasiano might not have ‗self-wrote‘ to the extent that they and others did, but he did find 
alternative ways to self-construct as a modus. 
In order to arrive at a view of how Vespasiano Gonzaga came to be who he was, it became 
necessary to explore the governing ethos of the age, that of the well-rounded man or uomo 
universale. It is a concept that we take for granted in our time, but in Vespasiano‘s case it was quite 
a new idea to be seen as someone capable of being all things to all men. As Greenblatt suggests, 
quoting Marx, Renaissance man was able, for the first time, it seems, of making his own history, 
not under circumstances chosen by himself, but under circumstances directly found, sometimes 
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given and received from the past.356 He went on to infer that self-fashioning involves submission to 
an absolute power situated at least partially outside the self – be it God, a sacred book, or an 
institution such as church or court.357  
Vespasiano did indeed submit to such an ‗absolute power‘ in various forms, particularly in that 
of his lifelong loyalty to King Phillip II of Spain and his friendship with the Holy Roman Emperor 
Rudolf II in Prague, even if not the Catholic Church, given his aunt Giulia‘s low opinion about the 
sad state of affairs within the Curia. He had fought papal forces at one stage earlier in his career as a 
soldier, so that his loyalty to any pope of the day was more perfunctory than real. ‗Absolute power‘ 
was therefore a given for the duke; it had long been a part of both of his families, the Colonna and 
the Gonzagas, as well via his imperial connections cultivated throughout his life.  
Aram Veeser, quoting Greenblatt, said that it is important to ―speak with the dead.‖358 It was this 
observation that prompted me to investigate in detail those personal aspects of the duke‘s life that I 
believed were important to his desire to self-fashion. Though there are few obvious facts that can 
evoke such a discussion in the case of Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life, we do have circumstantial 
knowledge to help us reconstruct such a conversation. We do know, for example, that he was 
removed from his mother‘s influence at an early age because of dynastic considerations, and that he 
never met his father due to his early death in battle. We know also that he came under the influence 
of a powerful woman during his minority and after, that of his aunt Giulia Gonzaga. We are aware, 
too, that he left the family hearth as an adolescent in order to carve out a career in a foreign land, 
thereby experiencing all its inevitable consequences of loneliness and alienity from his family. 
How he conducted himself in Spain, and his subsequent close relationship with a future king, 
Philip II, indicates that Vespasiano possessed a reasonably balanced character, even if some of his 
actions later in life suggest otherwise. After a trip to Flanders at the end of his stay in Spain, 
however, there to meet Charles V, we soon discover that he is diagnosed with syphilis following his 
return to Italy, even if biographers barely choose to mention it.359 He then marries the ‗flighty‘ 
Diana of Cardona under unusual circumstances, whom he is strongly attracted to, only to find that 
their relationship is less than satisfactory. We learn that she may have been pregnant twice during 
their marriage, and likely not to Vespasiano himself.  
Self-fashioning, then, as an act of self-confidence on the part of the duke had become more 
complicated. Illness, family disjunction and alienity, were already playing into the development of 
his character. He had become, so to speak, a ‗suitable case for treatment‘ psychologically, even if I 
did not wish to analyze his character through the prism of Freud, Jung, or Adler. His letters did not 
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yield the sort of psychological material that one might have hoped to find. Only in his poetry do we 
see signs of a disjointed personality struggling to find a language to reflect his disillusionment with 
life, and the nature of his importuning character. To re-create the life and times of Vespasiano 
Gonzaga in the form of a psycho-biographical account, as well as his social position within it, 
meant that I would have to look at the man through his actions. That meant, primarily, having to 
look at construction of the city of Sabbioneta as being a part of his own attempt to ‗build‘ himself. 
 
All the world is a stage 
How, then, could I begin a conversation with Vespasiano Gonzaga, as Greenblatt suggests? I had to 
find a way into his character through certain acts that he performed, ones that I considered to be 
more or less subversive. Initially, I began to explore the books that his tiny publishing house 
released. All of them were translations of Jewish texts, many of which the duke brought back from 
his travels.360 Knowing that the publication of texts was forbidden by the Curia, the very act of 
doing so would have been considered a deliberate attempt at non-compliance on his part. A 
loophole in the ordinance made it possible: an Italian ‗national‘ and Christian could legally do so, 
but a Jew could not. It is clear by this action that Vespasiano was not afraid of remonstrations by 
the Roman Curia. Indeed, he had fought against its armies at an earlier stage in his career, and 
probably dismissed them as a bunch of hypocrites.  
The idea of wanting to publish only those books written by Jews suggested to me that he 
identified with their alienity, their otherness. More than likely he had encountered the enforced 
exodus of both Jew and Moor from Spain while he was working there, and became disillusioned by 
such inhumane behaviour on the part of his employers, Charles II and later Philip II. Furthermore, 
he was likely to have been influenced by his aunt‘s Protestant sympathies, her genuine affection for 
Jews, and the need to cleanse the Curia of its corruption. Did the publication of Jewish books 
represent Vespasiano‘s attempt to say ‗no‘ to the ruling prejudice of his day? It was this kind of 
conversation that I set out to have with Vespasiano Gonzaga as I struggled to excavate below the 
surface of the texts surrounding his life. 
Was there a link between the publication of forbidden books and the disease of syphilis? Did the 
duke regard his bibliographic estrangement from so-called ‗normal books‘ and the alienity 
produced by his illness as being fundamental to his own predicament as an outsider, a ‗diseased‘ 
individual? Would it be possible to ask him such a question in the spirit of Greenblatt? Of course I 
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hesitated. Any answer I might receive would be hypothetical at best. But then, hypotheticality might 
well be a key to understanding the duke and his motivations, rather than the nature of historical 
facts. He was not just an historical figure; he had also been a man of flesh and blood. His 
motivations for doing what he did during his life would have been equally hypothetical to him, 
given his genius at concealment. Vespasiano might have known less about himself than I did, 
knowing what I now knew about his life as a whole! 
The apotheosis of the man might well lie elsewhere. All the talk of self-fashioning, of heraldic 
identification, of soldierly swagger, of art connoisseurship and philosophic aspiration, these might 
well have been a part of his carefully constructed persona, his mask or false self, rather than the true 
expression of himself as a vulnerable and conflicted individual.  Even as his powers waned, his 
honours increased, and his city rose before him as a perfect urban jewel, it might be well to consider 
what more a man like Vespasiano Gonzaga could want out of life other than one pain-free day. In a 
rather strange way he had become an enigma to himself. 
I tried to put myself in his shoes. I imagined him surrounded by his books, gazing out of the 
window of his studiolo on the first floor of his palace into the square below, surrounded by cultural 
artifacts gathered over a lifetime, in his own kunstkammer or cabinet of curiosities. People are 
walking about, conversing among themselves. Carriages are parked. Children are playing hop-
scotch on the cobbles below. An air of industry and social interaction is ever-present. His Ideal City 
lies before him, a virtually completed edifice, his ideality as a uomo universale partially built into 
its every stone, wall, and bell tower. The spatiality of place has become his final act of heraldry. 
Behold, the man, he seems to be saying. I am what I build. 
Two other factors came into play as I tried to imagine Vespasiano Gonzaga. His remoteness, of 
course, had always perplexed me, even as I followed the course of his life across several countries. 
It was not until he decided to build a theatre in Sabbioneta in the final years of his life did I acquire 
new insight into his personality. His last act of construction was to build the first modern theatre in 
Italy. Why, I asked? Did he wish to ‗stage‘ his achievement as city builder by building a city within 
a theatre?  
There is some suggestion that he may have wished to do so in order to emulate his namesake, 
Emperor Vespasiano, his mythic predecessor, who had bequeathed the Roman Coliseum to the 
Roman population. 361  By building a model city set back from the proscenium inside Teatro 
Olimpico, the duke was able to create the illusion of his city as ―ephemeral architecture,‖ none 
other than an imagined place which reaffirmed Sabbioneta as his [final] ―performance.‖362 It also 
confirmed Renaissance man‘s interest in the esoteric nature of the theatre, as depicted in the work 
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of Giulio Camillo who built a ―Marvelous‖ theatre in Venice and France as a Theatre of the World 
dedicated to the occult sciences.
363
 
Vincent Scamozzi‘s design for the theatre was hurriedly drawn up for the duke as he was about 
to depart for Venice in 1588, three years before his death. So impressed was Vespasiano with the 
concept that he immediately ordered his architect to oversee the construction of the theatre. 
Rejecting Palladio‘s Romanized vision of the open-air theatre, Scamozzi opted for an interior scenic 
structure that allowed for a framing device through which one saw into the city as a stage-set behind 
the stage. This was a new and striking innovation to theatre design, which in turn paved the way for 
an intimacy between actor and audience similar to that of the Globe Theatre in London‘s projection 
of the stage into the audience. 
Unfortunately Vespasiano Gonzaga only attended the opening season in 1590, the year before he 
died. This event alone suggests that the duke had fulfilled all his dreams as an urban planner and 
city builder. I regarded his gesture as the final act in his lifelong engagement with self-fashioning. 
Seated with his friends in the loggia above the stepped tiers below, I imagined him gazing into his 
city on stage, satisfied that he had created a link between performance and the street outside. It was 
as if his inner life as an ideal man, as an uomo universale, was now projected, finally, onto the stage 
of life, his life. This was the real story behind the carefully cultivated façade of Vespasiano 
Gonzaga: he was one of the few men of his time to see his life as a theatrical event.
364
 Like 
Giacomo Cassanova in the eighteenth century, he had made self-fashioning into an art-form that 
paved the way for what we classify today as a man of ‗many parts.‘365 
 
Hamlet’s Ghost: self-fashioning disseminated 
During the final stages of my research I discovered a connection between the duke and William 
Shakespeare. In an obscure journal published some ten or so years ago, I read a paper on a book that 
was published in English, The Civil Conversation, by Stefano Guazzo of Monferrato Casale in 
Italy.366 The book as courtesy literature falls into the same category as The Book of the Courtier by 
Castiglione. Its pages are liberally seasoned with fables, proverbs, and anecdotes, along with a 
literary ‗conversation‘ at dinner among a group of invited guests called upon to share their ideas 
about love and other divertissements.   
                                                 
363
 Francis Yates. The Art of Memory. (London: Pimlico, 2000). 
364
 Although men such as Jean Jacques Boissard could write in the late sixteenth century, ―The life of man is like a 
circus, or a great theatre.‖ Which found its way into Shakespeare‘s quote: ―All the world‘s a stage/and all men and 
women merely players.‖ (Francis Yates: Theatre of the World.  Routledge and Kegan Paul, London 1969) 
365
 As Casanova was to say of himself, ―I can be anyone I choose, just so long as I have a good tailor.‖ 
366
 See James Madge, ‗Vespasiano Gonzaga and Shakespeare‘s Imagined Italy‘, (London: Temenos Review, 4, Spring 
2009). 
Hamlet‘s Ghost: Vespasiano Gonzaga and his Ideal City 
 
 
241 
      I might have dismissed the book as an interesting period-piece had I not noticed three important 
facts. The first was that Guazzo had been in the employ of Vespasiano Gonzaga at different times, 
and that he considered him a friend. The second point was that the duke had been the guest of 
honour at that dinner in 1569, and that it was he who urged his friend, Stefano Guazzo, to record the 
conversation. Coincidence, perhaps? A book written by a friend that related, albeit as literature, the 
duke‘s actual words about his own feelings of love and loss. Outside his letters and his poems, this 
is the only time that we hear Vespasiano Gonzaga actually speak as a man. 
Guazzo‘s book might have disappeared into literary history had it not fallen into the hands of 
Shakespeare after its translation in 1581 by George Pettie.367 We do not know how this happened—
whether it was passed on to the playwright by John Florio, a well-known Italian writer of anecdotes 
who was living in London at the time, or by some other means. What we do know, as James Madge 
reveals in his essay and in a recently published book, is that many of the remarks made at the dinner 
by the duke subsequently appeared, albeit in a modified form, in Shakespeare‘s Hamlet. 368 
Vespasiano Gonzaga thus became the prototype for certain aspects of Hamlet‘s character as devised 
by the English playwright in 1599 – his words figuring in some of his more important monologues. 
It meant that the self-fashioned man of the mid-sixteenth century was now realized in a similar type 
of man created in England by Shakespeare some years later. Hamlet, we generally agree, is the 
model for the modern, self-reflective man as we know him; it follows that Vespasiano Gonzaga, 
whose emotional battles with himself conducted throughout his lifetime, may well be an earlier 
prefigurement of such a man. 
As a result of this discovery I made a trip to Monferrato Casale south-west of Milan in April 
2014 to view the original copy of La Civile conversazione in the local library, and to visit the house 
where the dinner party had reputedly occurred. Both these events lent depth to my understanding of 
Vespasiano Gonzaga, as did a visit later to the palace where he was born in Fondi, south of Rome, 
home to his aunt Giulia. There I was able to view the font where he was baptized in a nearby 
church. His life held physical meaning for me at last, outside of his stage-city of Sabbioneta where I 
had first encountered the duke as an historical figure.  
While in Parma cathedral some days earlier, I was also able to climb the steps that he had 
climbed in 1585 to receive the Order of the Golden Fleece for his services to the Spanish Crown, 
the high point of his career as a loyal servant to Philip. His life was now of a piece. His birth, his 
achievements, his dream of a perfect city and his death in a palace of his own making, this story had 
at last become mine.  
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What more could I possibly discover about the man? I had studied photographs of his remains 
exhumed in 1988 from the church of Incoronata in Sabbioneta; I had viewed a reconstructed version 
of his bust fashioned from his skull by Professor Francesco Mallegni of Pisa University; I had read 
his letters and his poetry. I had acquired a sense of him as a remote, taciturn, and troubled 
individual plagued by regrets and tragedy. I had found a way to acknowledge his loyalty to those 
whom he respected and loved. Moreover, I had also come to terms with his cruelty and 
impulsiveness in the wake of his wounded vanity whenever it arose during the course of his life. I 
had watched him emerge from the chrysalis of history through patient research across many 
categories and disciplines that I believed to be relevant to revealing the fullness of his character, and 
his time. What more was there to discover about the man, I asked myself?  
 
 La Damnatio Memoria, a woman maligned 
One final piece of the puzzle was missing, however. His first wife, Diana of Cardona. Thoughts of 
this woman as a person maligned by history, largely orchestrated by the duke himself, continued to 
interest me. Why was it that her body had disappeared, her remains never found? All the remains of 
other family members lay in the vault in the Church of the Incoronata where they had been 
relocated at Vespasiano‘s request; so why not hers? No portrait of Diana has ever been located. Her 
beauty, what we know of it from contemporary chronicles, no one has subsequently witnessed. She 
is the invisible woman, his first love, the woman that the duke went to great lengths to erase from 
his life.  
All we know is that Diana of Cardona went to her death condemned as an adulterer, and possibly 
pregnant. Her guilt I found difficult to accept on the strength of the evidence. No writer had detailed 
the events surrounding the death of Diana in a convincing way. If her remains were rediscovered so 
that we might find out what really happened in 1559 when she took poison at the behest of her 
husband, then her memory might well be re-assessed in her favour. 
While I was staying in the Hotel Giulia Gonzaga in Sabbioneta in 2014, I read a recent 
publication detailing the year by year events of Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life.369 Studying the entry for 
1559, the year of Diana‘s mysterious death, I discovered an entry which read: ―Et fu sepelita in 
Santo Rocco.‖ Loosely translated, it means: ―Diana was buried in Saint Rocco church.‖ In all the 
literature that I had so far read on the subject, I had not discovered any mention of the whereabouts 
of Diana‘s tomb. Most reports of Diana‘s death suggested that she was buried ―outside the walls‖ in 
an anonymous crypt, or had been spirited away. The suggestion was that the duke had made every 
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effort to remove the memory of Diana from the face of the earth. This new piece of information was 
thus an important revelation. 
During a conversation with my hotel proprietor, informing him of my discovery, I was told by 
him that he had been down into the crypt of San Rocco three years prior, in order to photograph the 
skeletal remains at the request of the local priest. The proprietor had no knowledge of the fact that 
Diana had been buried there, so his photographs did not alert he or the priest to what might be in the 
crypt. At my request, he showed me these photographs. I was at once taken by one of the skeletons, 
which seemed to possess strands of long blond hair. Could these be those of Diana of Cardona? I 
had no way of knowing; but I did tell myself that her hair was likely to be black, given that she was 
of Sicilian-Spanish origin.  
Some days later, I presented the photograph to Professor Mallegni in Pisa for  his opinion. He 
informed me that what I believed to be blond hair was likely to have been discoloured black hair, a 
circumstance that would definitely occur over a period of centuries. He agreed with me that the 
skeletal remains were worthy of exhumation, and subjected by him to a forensic examination. Such 
a study, if it were Diana‘s remains, would reveal whether she had been poisoned, or whether she 
had indeed died of ‗apoplexy‘ as Vespasiano Gonzaga maintained in his correspondence subsequent 
to her death.  For the first time in all the years of my research into the life of Diana of Cardona, I 
finally believed that I was close to discovering how she had died, and whether she was pregnant at 
the time of her death.
370
 
Diana‘s untimely death may well hold the key to Vespasiano‘s subsequent behavior. His brief 
retirement to a monastery in Spain after her death lends credence to the idea that he suffered 
remorse because of the precipitate nature of his actions towards her. That he did not remarry for 
another six years suggests  that he needed to overcome any guilt that he might have experienced. 
Of course, all this conjecture; but we must assume that her death delayed the ongoing construction 
of Sabbioneta, as Diana oversaw much of it during his long absences on military campaigns. 
Sabbioneta was her city as much as it was his. She shared his dream. Her death left him alone with 
his city, and the damnatio memoria that it embodied. Nonetheless, the question must be asked: did 
Vespasiano Gonzaga experience a sense of insecurity with regard to Diana and her hold on life 
because of his own condition? Had the symptoms of syphilis destroyed his capacity to forgive her 
of any perceived infidelity? 
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A magnificent obsession 
My conversation with Vespasiano Gonzaga still left a number of questions unanswered. I was left 
with the remnants of his vision of a city that was no more than a configuration in stone. The duke 
had lavished a fortune on its construction, and countless hours in designing its streets and 
thoroughfares, its buildings and fortifications. He had wanted it to be perfect in every way. He had 
wanted its institutions to emulate those found in other city-states such as Mantua, Venice, and 
Ferrara, or in some visionary city such as Athens. Vespasiano had dedicated nearly forty years of 
his life, up to the day of his death, into realizing Sabbioneta as a Cittá ideale.  
He was an oculist by nature; he possessed a vision of the Ideal City that he hoped might 
countermand his own sense of inadequacy as a man. Sabbioneta and syphilis worked in tandem in 
his mind: one grew up as an object of civic beauty on the Po Plain; the other as a slow and painful 
impetus towards physical and mental decline. Nonetheless, the city of Sabbioneta became his 
hospice where he could engage in at least the illusion of maintaining some semblance of health. 
At no time did Vespasiano allude to the city as anything other than a reflection of his desire to 
create the basis for a principality that might withstand the test of time, at least in his public 
utterances. He personally did not regard the city as an instrument of self-fashioning, but rather as a 
statement that announced his immortality. He had hoped to hand it on to his son, Luigi, until the 
young man died prematurely, and possibly at his father‘s hand. He had constructed Sabbioneta to 
withstand a siege of sorts, built as it was behind impregnable walls.  
And he had left it with a sufficient legacy of institutions and civic regulations so that it might 
continue to exist as a city long after his death. That the duke finally left it to his only surviving 
daughter, Isabella, meant that it would survive one generation, at least. Or so he hoped. He was not 
to know that his heirs did not share his enthusiasm for Sabbioneta as an Ideal City; they quit the 
palace shortly after his death and never returned.  
The answer to the question that continued to elude me throughout my research was why 
Vespasiano Gonzaga chose to dedicate so much of his life to building Sabbioneta. I could 
understand his need for self-affirmation, public recognition, even his obsession with honours and 
awards, as being important to his overall self-esteem, and what we now know to be a self-
fashioning activity on his part. But I could not, at least initially, see any link between his childhood 
separation from family and his subsequent years spent in the Spanish court as an adolescent as 
being events possibly contributing to his sense of alienity, except at the level of supposition.  
Something more, something pertinent to his being, had to be involved. It was not until I read 
Georg Wilhelm Hegel‘s theories pertaining to the effects of disease upon an organism, indeed an 
entire body, that I began to believe that the motivation for all his work as an urban planner and 
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architect lay in his lifelong battle with syphilis. Disease became the leitmotif for all his conscious 
actions. 
Hegel specifically wrote about syphilis, along with epidemics and plagues, as being a disease of 
injurious affection.
371
 What he meant by this term was that of an agent that intrudes into an 
organism from outside, as something placed in the organism itself, which can subsequently affect 
the conduct of that organism. Syphilis is a perfect example of such a condition, and manifests itself 
in a number of stages without necessarily leading to morbidity. In the second stage, however, when 
irritation obtrudes beyond the capacity of the body to respond, then it finally gains a ―foothold in 
opposition to the self.‖372   
―The entire vitality of the organism is turned against it,‖ Hegel wrote, ―its activity deranged 
because one wheel in it has made itself the centre.‖ In other words, at least according to Hegel‘s 
theory, syphilis was the wheel that drove Vespasiano Gonzaga to become the man we know. 
Indeed, as Hegel further suggests, a dual life is played out by anyone so afflicted.
373
 Vespasiano‘s 
dual life was a condition I had come to understand well during the course of my research. 
In order to overcome his incurable affliction, the duke set himself the task of resisting it by 
building his Ideal City. For him, Sabbioneta, became a prefigurement of health. All his actions as a 
builder were designed to create an illusion of health. In Hegelian terms, he was striving to cure 
himself of syphilis by way of a succession of activities. It was the only way he knew how to resist 
the disease. It is no accident, therefore, that his last words before his death referred to his lifelong 
battle with his illness. ‗Now I am cured,‘ he was said to have remarked on his deathbed, thus 
summing up his attitude towards his beloved city, as well as his obsession.374   
Sabbioneta and his impending death had melded into one: finally he had been cured of his 
lifelong affliction. Syphilis had been overcome by a singular act of attrition on his part. His city 
would survive and make him immortal, and so ‗cured,‘ even if he had suffered terribly in its 
realization.375  
I came to the realization that the disease of syphilis was fundamental to all the duke‘s actions. 
Sabbioneta became the pearl created out of the irritation of his being, both physical and 
psychological, caused by the painful symptoms of an incurable illness. Everything he did as a man 
was a part of his attempt to realize himself as a healthy individual, in spite of himself. His self-
fashioning possessed a dual function: to present himself as a modified person to the world in the 
way that Greenblatt suggests; and finally, to reclaim his lost ‗perfection‘ as a normal, suffering 
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human being. For duke Vespasiano Gonzaga, the supreme architect, the act of self-fashioning had 
become a matter of life or death.  
Had the adventure been worth it? My sense is that the duke had managed to overcome himself, 
and become a true uomo universale, by his courageous engagement in realizing such a monumental 
achievement. His pre-modern sensibilities, those that we have now begun to understand in the light 
of Shakespeare‘s Hamlet, so painfully acquired as they were, prevented him from falling back upon 
the comforts of religion in order to save him from the damnatio memoria of his condition and his 
fate. Self-fashioning, too, precluded him from seeing himself as anything other than a man who was 
formed through the conduct of his acts. He had, in a sense, survived himself. He was, in the words 
of Clifford Geertz, a ―finished animal‖ in that he had spent his entire life fashioning his human 
identity as a bulwark against the fear of becoming anonymous.376 This, ultimately, is what occurs 
when self-fashioning becomes an obsession. It is a battle against anonymity as men like Alberti and 
Machiavelli before him argue with regard to themselves.  
Studying Vespasiano Gonzaga‘s life has made it possible for me to realize the extent to which 
health plays a role in the history of individuals. History is not merely the retelling of successes and 
failures that make up a man‘s life; it is also made up of ―undeclared pathologies‖ as W.G. Sebald 
suggests.377 It behooves future biographers when they approach their chosen subject to pay more 
attention to what a man suffers from, rather than to simply attribute his or her actions to the 
circumstances and vagaries of everyday life. Hamlet‘s Ghost is the story of one man who, in his 
own way, triumphed over his troubled fate, and so gave his Cittá ideale as a gift to the world. 
 
Conclusion 
Writing a full-length biography of a little-known historical figure of the Renaissance poses its own 
challenges. The fact that Vespasiano Gonzaga is not well known among scholars means that his 
importance as a thinker is undervalued, even in Italy. Except for the more recent work of Forster 
and Golz, little attempt has been made to integrate the life of the duke with his more formal 
achievements as an urban planner, aesthete, fortifications expert and soldier.  Nor did the man have 
a recognizable ‗Renaissance persona‘ in the mould of Cesare Borgia or Lorenzo de Medici to flesh 
out our perception of his achievements. Moreover, he played no major part in the internecine 
conflicts of his time, except as a military practitioner for others, and as a minor provincial 
aristocrat. I therefore had to examine his life in a way that honoured his contribution to urban 
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planning and international diplomacy that did not draw upon the conceits of the period. Though 
very much a man of his age, the duke nonetheless lived according to his own rules at a time when 
many were engaged in outworn political alignments and conflicts. 
     Rather than adopt a more conventional biographical approach, relying as one would on an 
historical timeline of my subject, and the careful analysis of available material in the form of 
letters, diaries, as well as archives stored in such places such as the El Escorial in Spain, to furnish 
me with specific details, I realized that Vespasiano‘s relative anonymity allowed me a freedom to 
explore his life against the backdrop of his own activities and interests, and thus interpret these in a 
psycho-biographical fashion. Stephen Greenblatt provided me with an important tool for my work, 
that of ‗self-fashioning‘ as a way to penetrate the often opaque character of the duke. Indeed, I 
came to believe that Vespasiano Gonzaga concealed more than he revealed of himself, partly 
because of guilt in the matter of his first wife‘s death, but also because he remained forever a 
prisoner of his class, where the idea of ‗confession‘ was considered to be inappropriate. Unlike 
Alberti, for example, he simply did not have the capacity to express his inner thoughts, except in a 
rather, vague un-centred  poetry. He did, however, leave a number of clues as to how he really 
thought. His often obsessive interests in activities such as heraldry, antiquarianism, and more 
particularly, his desire to build an Ideal City as an act of self-aggrandizement, made it possible for 
me to paint a reasonable portrait of the man wherever detailed historical information was lacking.  
Greenblatt‘s book, The Swerve, and how the World became Modern, provided me with that 
model. In his work, Greenblatt wrote about an anonymous bibliophile who happened to rediscover 
Lucretius‘ famous poem, De Rerum natura, in a German monastic library. He then presented the 
argument that this poem was to have a profound influence on the birth of the Renaissance in Italy. 
He further argued that the poem intimated the emergence of modernity in Europe generally, in that 
numerous quotations from the poem found their way into the works of Shakespeare, Montaigne, 
and Ben Johnson, as well as Thomas Jefferson, in his framing of the Declaration of Independence 
years later. His argument was greeted with a good deal of criticism from scholars and historians, 
who could not accept that one man, Poggio Braccolini, could have had such an important role to 
play. 
Greenblatt was taken to task for making such sweeping assumptions about modernity as being 
derived from one obscure Latin poem. His counter-argument was that sometimes small-time 
players such as Poggio can have a major effect upon the way history unfolds. My own approach 
was less ambitious, however. By confining my interest to Vespasiano‘s desire to build an Ideal 
City, set against the backdrop of his ill health, I wanted to bring him to life as someone that might 
interest readers, not only because of how he achieved his ambition, but how he, like Poggio, 
inadvertently influenced others not immediately known to him. That the duke found his way into 
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the pages of Shakespeare‘s play, Hamlet, by way of a dinner that he attended in Monferrato Casali, 
perfectly fits the general thrust of Greenblatt‘s argument. Hamlet reflects the psyche of an early 
modern in a similar way as did Vespasian. Both men were conflicted, and both men never quite 
overcame their inner doubts. 
I readily acknowledge that self-fashioning as a concept is still, at best, contentious. I cannot be 
definite that Vespasiano‘s lifelong suffering caused by syphilis ‗made‘ him the man he became. 
Nor can I be certain that the emotional loss of his mother at an early age contributed to the closed 
nature of his personality. Further, I am unable to insist that his unusual relationship with his aunt, 
and the early loss of his father, added to his sense of alienation. Nonetheless, if I was to take a New 
Historicist approach to my subject, and allow the material to speak for itself, then I needed to 
investigate what other historians had previously overlooked. I firmly believe that personal issues 
guided the duke throughout his life as much as his actions as a public figure. 
Unlike Greenblatt, however, I decided to use a style of writing, a form, that would allow myself 
as the author to enter the text. My numerous walks around Sabbioneta suggested that the city 
needed to be evoked if I was to become more familiar with the duke as a man rather than as a 
historical figure. Hamlet‘s Ghost, therefore switches back and forth from the past to the present in 
a way that helps to highlight aspects of  the duke‘s—and perhaps also the city‘s—character. Even 
as the city became a substitute for self in the act of designing and building it as he did, it also 
became, in a sense, a cure for the illness of being.  
It is this remarkable alignment between disease and urban planning that makes Vespasiano‘s 
story so compelling. Moreover, he sought to extricate the idea of the Ideal City from the 
constraints of theory first promulgated during the fifteenth-century at the hands of Filarete, 
Scamozzi, and da Vinci, and so make it real as a new paradigm for living. That he might not have 
been able to ‗live‘ in it in the way he had hoped as a true uomo universale, he nonetheless 
succeeded in making it an outlet to ‗exhibit his presence‘ through spatial arrangement and 
architecture.  
In conclusion, it is worthwhile hearing the remarks of a contemporary of Hegel, Friedrich von 
Hardenberg, or Novalis as he is better known us. He, too, suffered from an incurable illness 
(tuberculosis), and died too early in his life as a result. But he was conscious of the value of illness 
as a spur to his work as a thinker and poet. He did, however, suggest that the soul could just as 
easily be damaged by an incurable illness: ―The soul is by all poisons most strongly affected. The 
soul‘s is the most forceful, the most diffused impulse – All soul‘s workings are therefore gravely 
damaged by localized evils and inflamed illnesses.‖378 Perhaps this is the condition that Vespasiano 
Gonzaga suffered from in the wake of his own illness throughout his life. His soul had been 
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damaged— and, sadly, only the miracle of Sabbioneta could give him some relief. But at least he 
had discovered a cure. 
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